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Abstract 
Just because first-generation students arc in graduate school and hm c 
accomplished a bachclor·s degree docs not mean the: mcrcamc the status risks and arc 
prepared for the graduate school experience. This at-risk population is left relying on the 
same tactics utilized during undergrad to endure graduate school. The present qualitati\c 
stud: describes hm\ first-generation graduate students ffGGS) experience a master· s 
degree program with ne\\ challenges mentally. socially. and academically. To gain 
insight. semi-structured in ten iews of four participants were conducted to answer the 
following questions: 1) \\hat rnotirntcd FGGS to pursue a master·s degree: 2) What 
resources are FGGS <mare of and utilize .1 What resources do students identit) as making 
them most successful: and 3) I ltm do FGGS describe their experience in graduate 
school? Results from the study suggest that FGGS hm e many factors affecting if and 
ho\\ they O\ ercome the status risks and challenges. The study ends with a discussion of 
implications for academic and student affairs professionals for practice in support of 
FGGS. 
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Dedication 
/)cur Fint-(icncrution ( 'ol!cgc Student in (/ruduulc .\chool. 
Follmr your drcu111s. 1mnuc your jJussions. und 11c1·cr gii·c up 011 your pcrsonul. 
ucudemic. und profc1sio110! goofs. Gruduule school irill hell roller com/L'r 111cn10!~1" 
e11101ionully. und physiculh'. h111.rnu my dear. arc strong und con do u11y1hi11g you set 
\'Ollr mind lo. Rcmemhcr irhy you slw'!ed and hurc your eyes 011 the finish line: 
graduu1io1111·ill he here hcforc yo11 k11m1· it. I encourage you to s111To11mlnmrself i1·i1h 
JJositil·e i11dii·id11uls 1rl10 h11\'C u listening car 1111d gh·c the irnrld 'shes/ pep talks. Further. 
mk.fi1r help. 11tili::c your rc.1ource. and step 011/sidc your comfor/ ::one. hccause in these 
momenls. come gnmrh and learning. f~cun on your c!assmutc.1. faculty .. 11atf.fami~i" and 
friends. They ure chccringjor yo11 und urc your grcu/csl allies in your gruduarc school 
journey. As 111.rfucu!t.i· mc11ror. Dr. Diu1111e Timm slzrs. "you arc right 1rhcre you arc 
suppose to he ... Bclic1·e ir und hclie1·c in yourself. 
1 he/inc in you. 1 um proud of you. A.'ccp hcing amu::ing.1 
!3csl Wishes. 
Ruchcl/c 
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CHAPTER I 
Introduction 
There are approximately three million graduate students in the linited States 
today (NCES. 2017). However. there is an unknown number of first-generation graduate 
students (FGGS) enrolled in graduate school (Carlton 2015: King. 2017: Lunceford. 
2011: Tinto. 2008). First-generation college students in this study will be defined as 
students whose parents do not hold a bachelor's degree (Katrevich & Aruguete. 2017). 
First-generation college students apply to and can attend graduate school like their non-
first-generation peers: however. they are less likely to earn graduate degrees (Carlton. 
2015: Tinto. 2008). Lunceford (2011) found.just because first-generation students are in 
graduate school does not mean they understand what it means to be in the discipline. nor 
how graduate school works. This status presents FGGS with challenges to transition into 
and be successful in graduate school. 
This growing student population experiences many challenges academically and 
socially through their college experience (Gibbons & Woodside. 2014: Katrevich & 
A ruguete. 2017). These challenges for undergraduate and graduate students include. but 
are not limited to their household income. family support. college readiness. self-
efficacy. and confidence ( Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). These factors impact one ·s 
undergraduate and graduate school experience and may hurt one· s retention and graduate 
school completion. There has been much research completed on first-generation college 
students in their u nclergrad uate experience. but I ittle on FGG S in their graduate journey 
(Carlton 2015: King. 2017: Lunceford. 2011: Tinto. 2008 ). This gap in literature leaves 
an unrecorded amount of first-generation graduate students enrolled in graduate school. 
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According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (l\CES. 2017) in 2015. there 
were just under three million graduate students in the llnited States. Of this 2.9 million. it 
can be assumed there are many FGGS being challenged their graduate school experience. 
These FGGS may feel lost. unsupported. and question their belonging and decision to 
attend graduate school (Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). 
Resources and support for graduate students range by college. however. research 
has shown involvement and having a mentor can aid in a FGGS"s experience. Often first-
generation graduate students may not know where and how to access the information 
they need to succeed in graduate school. but with the support of mentors. FGGS are more 
likely to have the support they need to be successful (Lunceford. 2011 ). Although 
mentors are proven to increase the FGGS experience. there are other ways to support the 
population such as identifying FGGS at admission. providing professional relationships 
and mentors. discussing issues related to FGGS. and multicultural training for graduate 
faculty including FGGS and other underrepresented groups (King. 2017). As a whole. 
there will be more students pursuing graduate education. which means there will be more 
FGGS. As a growing population with many challenges ahead of them. institutions and 
student affairs professionals need to be aware of the population and its needs to best 
support and aid in their graduate school experience. 
Purpose of the Study 
When considering a topic to research. I considered my personal experiences as a 
first-generation college student. Post-high school graduation. I was left with the decision 
to attend or not attend college. As a clueless first-generation college student. I chose to 
attend a ulmmunit) college because it was less intimidating and confusing than a four-
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year university. I dicl not understand the application process. did not have a 
college savings. my parents were unable to assist \vith finances. and I did not know what 
to major in. Because of this uncertaint). I did not take pride in coursework and therefore 
did not apply myself to the best of my abilities. In the first two years of my academic 
career. I did not see the purpose of my academic studies. I attended all my classes. 
completed the assignments. and participated as required. but never felt the need to e xce I 
or developed the curiosity to appreciate the material. 
Finding myself nearing graduation once again. I chose to research the idea 
of transferring to a four-year institution. I looked up to my retail coworkers who had 
experienced the transfer route first-hand. These individuals were able to address my 
concerns about the transition from a community college to a four-year institution and 
., 
_1 
share their experiences. For the first time. transferring became less intimidating and I saw 
the possibility to continue my college journey. At home. there was dichotomy between 
my family's advice. Most individuals did not understand the process. but became my 
biggest support. while others told me I was wasting money and time attending college. 
because I did not know what to major in. Unfortunately. the different perspectives had 
left me lost once again. To summarize the idea of transferring. I felt lost and often alone 
in the process. For many years in my undergraduate journey. I felt like I had to prove 
multiple inclivicluals wrong. I wanted to prove. college was not a waste of time and 
money and that I could succeed if I chose to.:'\. shift in perspective and letting go of 
unhealthy famil) relationships taught me that education should be a self-driven 
acco 111 pl i sh me nt. 
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\1y comnrnnity college experience was filled with classes I was not interested in. 
school not being a priority. working full-time. full-time athlete. and high anxiety. This 
i1nolvement had hindered my social life at community college and provided me with low 
expectations. but high hopes of what extracurricular activities I could participate in at a 
four-year institution. 
Through online research. asking many questions in the Office of Academic 
Advising. and through the support of my mother and partner. I visited. applied to. and fell 
in love with Eastern Illinois University"s (EIU) supportive environment. Later through 
research and awareness of interests and competencies. I chose an academic major and 
transferred to Ell!. I consider Elll to be one of my greatest blessings as it provided me 
endless opportunities. I was successful as a student at EIU because I found purpose. loved 
my major. and applied study skills I had learned in community college. In my junior and 
senior year at EIL. I became proud of my first-generation college student status and 
although I could not discuss school with my mom. I knew she and my partner were there 
for me no matter what. 
The challenges of my first-generation status presented themselves again when 
nearing graduation. Although I was graduating top of my class. summa cum laude.1 
found myself confused with career steps and what to do with my academic major. When 
reflecting on my career interests and experiences at Ell'. I found myself interested in the 
College Student Affairs career realm. To access this field. I found I would have to 
complete a \1aster·s Degree. As an individual who enjoyed school and assisting 
underrepresented populations. I began researching graduate schools and the application 
process. Because I could not ask n1y parents for ad\ ice in the application process. I took 
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it upon myself to seek support from Career Services and Internet research. After speaking 
with Career Services. I chose my top five schools and applied. To my surprise. I was 
accepted to all five institutions and was presented with several graduate assistantship 
offers. Ultimately. I chose a master"s program at my alma mater. Ell!. 
Graduate School at Ell' presented new challenges. In my first semester. I 
questioned my sense of belonging. struggled socially. struggled with anxiety and stress. 
struggled with academic-work-life balance. struggled with compassion fatigue from my 
graduate assistantship. was overwhelmed with the rigor of coursework. did not feel 
supported. nor did I reach out for support nor advice. I relied on my partner·s support. 
perseverance. and positive self-talk. I knew I had gotten this far and if other people could 
do it. I could too. I continued to wonder if other first-generation status students felt the 
same way in graduate school and if the risks and challenges in undergraduate studies 
were the same. different. or new in graduate school. 
While there is a great deal of research available on the undergraduate first-
generation experience. there is little research and attention on first-generation graduate 
students. The purpose of this study is to gain insight on the first-generation graduate 
students· experience and if and how they overcame the first-generation status risks and 
challenges. 
Resean·h Questions 
The following questions guided the qualitatiw study. 
I . What mo ti\ ated first-gene ration graduate students to pursue a master· s degree"? 
2. \\"hat resources are first-generation graduate students aware of and utilize·? 
\\hat resources do students idrntif) a" making them mo"t successful"? 
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3. How do first-generation graduate students describe their experience in graduate 
school'! 
Significance of the Stud.' 
As a growing population of at-risk students. FGGS are with less knovvledge of 
institutional resources and support than their peers ( Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). This 
neglected population is left relying on the same tactics utilized during undergrad to 
endure graduate school. llnfortunately. graduate school presents new challenges for its 
students mentally. socially. and academically (Olive. 2014). Without adequate 
institutional support among other factors. FGGS may be at higher risk of not completing 
their program than they were in undergrad (Sanders & Landrum. 2012). By 
understanding: FGGS' graduate school experience. student affairs professionals and 
faculty will be able to support and assist FGGS better. 
Limitations of the StudJ 
A limitation of the study was the limited participant sample size. Although there 
were only four participants. it was important to share four perspectives and the 
commonalities and differences in their stories. According to Krefting: ( 1991 ). some 
common critiques of qualitative research are trustworthiness and creditability. To 
increase trustworthiness of the study. the researcher used a field journal to be aware of 
their personal bias (Krefting:. 1991 ). To increase the credibility and strengthen the study. 
the researcher found participants who are familiar with the phenomenon being studied 
(Krefting. 1991 ). 
To aid in \aliclity. Creswell and l\liller (:2000) stated. the researcher should self-
disclo-.;e and ad.nm\ ledge per:-.onal bia:-. with the :-.ubject. assumption:-.. and beliefs early 
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in the research process. The researcher was a FGGS who has overcome many personal 
challenges associated with the first-generation status. \Vith awareness of this status. the 
rl'searcher tried to remain objecti\e though it was difficult to remove all assumptions. 
bias. and beliefs related to the study. To decrease bias. the researcher discussed the 
research conducted with her Thesis Advisor vvl10 was not a first-generation status student. 
An additional limitation of the study was two of the four participants were on academic 
warning as graduate students. which may or may not be reflective of the graduate 
population at the research site. 
Definitions of Terms 
First-generation student. A student with parent(s).1 legal guardian(s) who have 
not completed a bachelor's degree (Katrevich & Aruguete. 2017). 
Graduate student. A student who has completed a bachelor's degree and is in a 
graduate program working toward a master's degree. 
Minorit,Y student. African American. Native American. Latino/a. or Asian 
American student (Robinson. 2014). 
SummarJ 
The first-generation student status creates distincti\e challenges for both 
undergraduate and graduate students. Due to the gnrnth of this population. it is beneficial 
for student affairs professionals and institutions to be <mare of if and hm\ the challenges 
faced in one's undergraduate l':\perience fr)llo\\s them into graduate school. With 
<:l\\areness of the l'hallenges. a\\areness and utilization of resources. and lllrn FGCiS 
dl'scribe their graduate school e:-;periencl'. helping prokssionals \\ill gain a better 
understanding of thl' population and ho\\ the prokssion can best support them. Last!:. 
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the study added to e;;isting. but limited literature on the topic of first-generation graduate 
students. 
8 
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CHAPTER II 
Rniew of Literature 
This chapter explores existing research on first-generation graduate students. 
Although limited. the collection of literature sought to address the challenges of first-
generation graduate students. if and how they overcame the first-generation status risks 
and challenges. what resources they were aware of and utilized. and how they describe 
their graduate school ex pe ri ence. The purpose was to gain insight on the population to 
best understand the transition and experience of first-generation graduate students. 
First-Generation College Students 
C) 
First-generation students make up about 25 to 3(Vi1r of the higher education 
population. but only l JC/( of first-generation students will complete a bachelor's degree 
(Gibbons & Woodside. 2014: Katrevich & Aruguete. 2017: Wang. 2014). This is low 
compared to the non-first-generation students, in which 55 llr w i 11 obtain a bachelor's 
degree (Katrevich & Aruguete. 2017). Katrevich and Aruguete (2017) stated. the number 
of first-generation students in the United States is steadily growing. Meaning. institutions 
and student affairs practitioners should be aware of the risks to assist in their journey. 
There are many challenges of first-generation students and predictive indicators in the 
population's success. However. this at-risk population has overcome many obstacles to 
maintain their personal retention at an institution. With more first-generation students in 
college. there soon will be an increase in FGGS (Lunceford. 2011 ). This at-risk 
population struggles mentally. physically. and academically through their college career 
(Kat re\ i ch & A ruguete. 2017). This leads to a problem in attendance. retention. and 
graduation rates of the first-gener<1tiu11 population (Gibbons & Woodside. 2014). 
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Previous research on first-generation college students suggests further studies on the 
population to improve institutional support and understanding (Gibbons & Woodside. 
2014: Katre\ich & Aruguete.2017). 
I 0 
Risks and Challenges. In order to understand what first-generation college 
students face. it was important to define risk and challenge. According to Merriam-
Webster. risk is defined as .. ,) the possibility of loss. 2) something that suggests a hazard. 
and 3) a chance that an investment will be lost .. (https:iiwww.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/risk). Challenge is defined as"' I) a stimulating task. 2) a calling 
to account or into question. and 3) difficulty in a job or undertaking that is stimulating to 
one engaged in .. ( https:hvww .merriam-we bster.com/dictionaryichall enge). Risks and 
challenges are different concepts: for this study. risk means obstacle to achievement or 
unchangeable factor: where. challenge means motivation to overcome. For example. a 
risk hinders a first-generation student who may be coming to college without parental 
support: while a challenge is something they will have to work through. like not knowing 
what resources are available. Every individual can successfully make it through a 
cha! le nge with the assistance of others. a resource. or personal motivation factors. 
Because risks and challenges are linked. student affairs professionals need to be aware of 
the risks and work to reduce and remove the barriers so students can better overcome the 
challenges. 
First-generation college students are at a greater risk of not completing a 
bachelor's degree than many of their peers ( Katrevich & Arguete. 2017). The challenges 
they may face include financial. loss of time. and loss in confidence. According to 
\azione. LaPlante. Smith. Cornaccione. Russell. and Stohl (2011 ). first-generation 
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'>tudents usual!) experience challenges with academics. relationships. finances. decision-
making. and other difficulties. As stated b) Gist-Mackey. Wiley. and Erba (2018 ). the 
transition to college is already tough. but for first-generation college students. certain 
circumstances make the transition even more stressful and uncertain. Engle and Tinto 
(2008) stated. in result of these risks and challenges. more than one fourth (26r7r) of first-
generation students will not complete their first year of college. Although there is a large 
amount of research discussing the disadvantages of being a first-generation student. the 
researcher believers it is important to recognize not all first-generation students face any. 
all. or the same challenges. Orbe (2014) found students who come from families with 
"cultural capital" provide the necessary support for first-generation college students. 
Underprcparcd ou1dc111irn!!y. Cardoza (2016) interviewed a first-generation 
college student named Christopher Feaster whom she followed as part of her research on 
first-generation college students. Cardoza explained how Christopher lived in a homeless 
shelter in D.C. for most of his high school career. Christopher's environment put him at 
high-risk of not completing high school and little opportunity to attend college. 
Christopher will be used as an example as we seek to understand the first-generation 
college student experience. First-generation college students are often academically 
underprepared (Gist-Mackey et al.. 2018: Katrevich. 2017 ). This at-risk population 
differs in educational background and college readiness. but faces challenges in their 
transition academically and socially (Wang. 2014). The First-Generation Foundation 
identified that first-generation college students· status predicts a risk of college failure. 
because the) are academical!) underpreparecl compared to the non-first-generation 
student\ (as cill'd b) Gist-'.\1acke) et al.. 2018). r\ccording to Bettinger. Boatman. and 
11 
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Long (2013 ). the result of students entering college ill-prepared for the rigor of college-
level classes is Im\ retention and college completion rates. To increase retention and 
completion. institutions are placing entering students into remedial and developmental 
courses in addition to academic support programs (Bettinger et al .. 2013 ). The remedial 
and developmental courses are typically not for college credit. but are a necessary step 
for the student to prepare for college-level work (Bettinger et al .. 2013 ). Unfortunately. 
first-generation college students may struggle in their remedial coursework (Gibbons & 
Woodside. 2014). 
When first-generation college students enter an institution. they are less confident 
in their academic abilities. less knowledgeable of college expectations. less likely to 
engage with the institution socially. and obtain lower grade point averages ( Katrevich & 
Arguete. 2017). According to Horn and Nunez (2000). some of the challenges first-
generation college students identify include. lower academic preparation and have 
difficulties in reading for comprehension. English. science. and math. In addition to 
earning low grades. Katrevich and Arguete (2017) stated. underprepared academically 
includes difficulty declaring a major. maintaining a full course load. and completing 
educational and professional development activities. These circumstances alone could be 
enough for a student to drop or fail out of college. 
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Christopher. a first-generation college student is likely to have little confidence in 
the classroom resulting in lower participation and engagement because he may lack 
understanding for the subject. For example. because of his background as a low-income 
and first-generation individual. Christopher may be in remedial classes his freshmen year 
of school putting him behind academically compared to his non-first-generation peers. 
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Although Christopher is in remedial classes. he may still struggle to keep an acceptable 
grade point average because he is assumed to be college prepared. 
College c.1pcctutio111. First-generation college students do not know what to 
expect of college education (Gist-Mackey et al.. 2018: Engle et al.. 2008). According to 
Longwell-Grice. Adsitt. Mullins. and Serrata (2016). famil; plays an important role in 
student's academic journey. This involves mental and physical support. First-generation 
students struggle with parents who do not understand the rigor and challenges of college. 
nor do they have role models who can explain what they should expect. First-generation 
college students head to college with a sense of honor and responsibility to make their 
family proud and be able to financially provide for their family post-graduation (Wang. 
2014). The lack of understanding is hard on the parental-student relationship in terms of 
college expectations and advice. Due to this challenge. first-generation students who are 
successful in college attain persistence and resilience to reach their goal of obtaining a 
bachelor's degree (Longwell et. al.. 2016). Once on campus. this population is surprised 
by the structure of the academic year being broken down into semesters or quarters with 
new classes in each transition compared to their year-long courses in high school (Gist-
l\1ackey et al.. 2018). 
Support System. The First-Generation Foundation identified that the first-
generation college student status may be challenged. because students are less like!; to 
seek support services compared to the non-first-generation students (as cited by Gist-
1,., _) 
Mackey et al.. 2018 ). Accorcli ng to Gibbons & \V ooclside ( 2014 ). some type of support is 
necessary for first-generation college students to be successful in their academic career . 
. \s a freshman. Christopher ma; learn about campus resources through his professors. 
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peers. and by living in a living-learning environment. but researchers have found. he is 
less likely to interact with these support services (Gist-Mackey et al.. 2018: Jenkins et al.. 
2013 ). First-generation students like Christopher do not ask for support. therefore. they 
do not know how the support services and campus resources can help. Jenkins. Belanger. 
(2013) conducted a quantitative study on 1.647 participants to compare stress. use of 
social support. and well-being in first-generation and non-first-generation students. 
Jenkins and colleagues (2013) explained. first-generations students were more likely to 
receive less social support and are less likely to understand their professor's expectations 
of them. Collier and Morgan (2008) stated. there may be additional confusion with their 
professors high-level of vocabulary and lack of explanation in examples they understand. 
This may lead to first-generation college students like Christopher thinking professors are 
unapproachable for assistance. It is essential for college students to have interactions and 
a relationship with their professors to boost a student" s academic development and 
confidence in the classroom (Gist-Mackey et al.. 2018). 
Besides support in the classroom. first-generation students are unaware of some of 
the resources available to them such as the writing center. tutoring. and the counseling 
center (Gist-Mackey et al.. 2018). Gist-Mackey. Wiley. and Erba (2018) completed a 
qualitative interpretive study with 28 first-generation college students in their first 
semester of college to determine how they engage in social support interactions. They 
found. this population reached out to high school teachers and counselors for 
informational and instrumental support prior to college. but once on campus. the need for 
emotional support tended to be greater (Gist-Mackey et al.. 2018). 
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Socioeconomic .\latw. First-generation students have lower household incomes 
and higher unmet financial need compared to their non-first-generation peers (P~Pl. 
2016). According to a Pell Institute study in 2008. the mean amount of unmet financial 
need before loans was S6.000 for first-generation and low-income students. which is 
about half their median income ( PNPI. 2016). First-generation college students attend 
college in hope of getting a return on their personal in vestment pl us a high paying job 
upon graduation (Wang. 2014). According to the U.S. De partrnent of Education. minority 
students. African American and Hispanic students are more likely to be first-generation 
and receive financial aid. but less likely to graduate (as cited by Gist-Mackey et al.. 
2018). Although a lack of financial resources and financial literacy is a problem. it is not 
the only challenge first-generation students face. Cardoza (2016) identified that 
Christopher was living on the street. he persisted as a .. poster child for grit and 
determination .. at his high school 
( htt ps: //ww w .washi ngton post.comiposteveryth i ng/w p12016/0 I /20/fi rst-generation-
college-students-are-not-succeeding-in-col I e ge-and-money-i snt-
theproble mi'?utm_term= .78797fe6a86c). Through Christopher· s dedication to the 
classroom and extracurricular activities. he was aided $200.000 in college scholarships: 
and Christopher headed off to his first year of college (Cardoza. 2016). Within a year. he 
dropped out of !\1ichigan State l 111iversit::.: Christopher had the funds to attend college. 
but the unforeseen challenges waiting for him at college weighed heavily (Cardoza. 
2016). 
In relation to Co\arrubias. Rondini (2014) conducted a qualitative study 011 
unlkr-.tanding the .. hidden injuries of class .. among her 16 first-generation college student 
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participants. Participants often felt it was their fault for their lack of status in society 
because of personal failings (Rondini. 2016). Rondini (2016) shared the participants felt 
stereot)ped against for their low-economic class even in a college setting. Christopher 
could be labeled as "unfit." "lazy:· "user" for using government assistance when in need. 
and "undeserving .. as he may be seen to not going to contribute to society ( Rondi ni. 
2016). Rondini (2016) discussed the power of labeling and shame for low-income 
individuals who seek education as an opportunity for upward mobility. 
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When students decide to go away. they may face guilt. Covarrubias (2014) 
conducted a study on 121 first-generation college students regarding their experiences 
with family achievement guilt. Covarrubias· (2014) students from low-income 
backgrounds often felt like "survivors because they escaped adversity in their home 
environment" such as financial instability and have now surpassed their family members· 
level of education (p. 420). Covarrubias (2014) found first-generation college students 
with perceptions of family struggle had more feelings of family achievement guilt for 
leaving their families to attend college. For students like Christopher who felt survivor 
guilt may consider dropping out to contribute financially for their families or working 
while in school to send money home. 
The 1rnrki11g stwlmt. According to the National Center for Educational Statistics. 
among undergraduate students in 2015. 4Y/c worked full-time and 78'/c worked part-
time. Being a working student is both a risk and a challenge to a one's success. Petty 
(2014) explained. this low-income population may have to divide their time between 
work and school. To reduce the risk of financial drop out. first-generation students are 
faced with the challenge of balancing \York and school. According to Engle and Tinto 
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(2008). first-generation college students receive little to no financial support from home 
and typically are lmY-income. they are more likely to live off-campus. take classes part-
time. and vvork full-time hindering their connection to the institution and time dedicated 
to their studies. First-generation students· job and family responsibilities could negatively 
impact their social and academic integration (Katrevich. 2017). Christopher not only had 
to worry about his academic career. but also about his mom. Cardoza (2016) explained. 
Christopher could have felt guilty for not getting a job post-high school to support his 
family. Many traditional aged students work while in college. but first-generation 
students commonly have to work to support responsibilities outside of school. such as 
sending money home to support their fa mi I y (Petty. 2014). Petty (2014) referred to 
!\1aslow's Hierarchy of Needs to help explain why students have work as a higher priority 
than college. According to Maslow. physiological needs such as food and shelter must be 
met before social needs and self-actualization (as cited by Petty. 2014). Christopher who 
had lived in a homeless shelter for most of his high school career understands this 
priority. Christopher was likely to work more than the average college student to make 
ends meet. He also would have guilt for not being home to provide support for his mom 
and worry about her affording bills and her well-being. 
Financial !itemcL For many first-generation college students. the cost of college 
can be a harsh reality (Engle. Bermeo. & O'Brien. 2006). Many institutions believe that if 
they provide students with money they will come. which has some truth. but for first-
generation college students. financing an education can be a difficult task (Katrevich & 
,~rguete. 2017). Many first-generation students are from low-income backgrounds and 
can accumulate large amounts of debt\\ ithout understanding debt. credit. and financing 
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an education (Schauer. 2005 ). L'niversities play a significant role in educating students 
a bout the cost of education. financial aid options. and a ppl i ca ti on process. Students Ii ke 
Christopher are c hal I enged to understand the d iffere nee between scholarships. loans. and 
grants and how to apply for them (Katrevich & Arguete: Engle et al.. 2006). Not 
understanding financial resources and not being educated properly could be a financial 
trap for first-generation students as they accept the first source of inco111e offered 
<McCollu111. 2014). This could result in first-generation students drowning in uneducated 
debt (lVIcCollum. 2014). Unfortunately. many students find their high school experiences 
and low entrance exam scores make them ineligible for majority of scholarships 
(Schauer. 2005). 
When applying for FAS FA for the first time. both students and their guardians 
become frustrated with the process (Gist-Mackey et al .. 2018). In Gist-Mackey. Wiley. 
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and Erba"s (2018) study. participants shared navigating their finances was overwhelming. 
difficult. and stressful. According to Engle. Bermeo. and O"Brien (2006). generally first-
generation students have few problems with the process. but face challenges with the aid 
they receive as it does not cover the high costs of college and living. Increasing financial 
aid could reduce the amount of time first-generation students have to work. but in result. 
loans would be higher. Most first-generation college students will choose to work more 
and take out less loans leaving them struggling to balance school responsibilities (Engle 
et al.. 2006) . 
• Wi11orir\· Sflf(/enl\. 
For mi nori t) students. man) add i tiona I challenges present the111se Ives. Higher 
education is far from accessible for all students (Black\\ ell & Pinder. 201..fl. According to 
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Robinson ( 2014). there are far I ess first-generation minority students who obtain a 
bachelor's degree than first-generation students in the majority. These minority students 
remain underrepresented in higher education and even more underrepresented in graduate 
programs and are quicker to identify as first-generation than their white peers (Orbe. 
2014). Clark. Mercer. Zeigler-Hill. and Dufrene (2012) examined factors that served as 
barriers to academic success for ethnic minority students including academic. social. and 
emotional experiences of graduate students. Within the study. researchers discussed 
microaggressions. belongingness. self-determination. autonomy. engagement with 
academics. and distress (Clark et al .. 2012). The researchers found ethnic minority 
graduate students experience more negative race-related happenings than the majority 
(Clark et al.. 2012). This affects a student's overall experience and may impact one's 
retention. 
Olive (2014) explained. not only do first-generation students have lower 
education aspirations than non-first-generation students. but Latino students are less 
likely than all other ethnic groups to enroll in college and less desire to enroll in graduate 
school. Hmvever. through research. Olive ('.2014) found. outside of race. resilience. self-
efficacy. spirituality. and a desire to help others played an important role in minority 
student's comm itrne nt to school. According to Cl ark and col leagues ( 2012). race has a 
large impact on one's graduate school experience. These negative experiences were 
associated with higher emotional distress levels and lower sense of belongingness in 
school psychology programs (Clark et. al.. 2012 ). Race is an additional obstacle FGGS 
may face.\\ hich may hinder the graduate school experience. 
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Age. About 30 to 43 percent of undergraduate students in the United States were 
labeled nontraditional (Goncalves & Trunk. 2014: Markle. 2015). Nontraditional student 
is defined as students who are over 25 years old (Goncalves & Trunk. 2014: Markle. 
2015: Scott & Lewis. 2011 ). Being a nontraditional student is both a risk and a challenge 
for college retention and completion (Goncalves & Trunk. 2014: Markle. 2015). Engle 
and Tinto (2008) found. first-generation college students do not receive financial support 
from their family and have many obligations outside of college by carrying multiple roles 
and responsibilities. If Christopher were a nontraditional student. he may have a family. a 
full-time job. and have been out of the academic pipeline for more than five years. This 
presents many challenges as his priority may not be education. he may not remember 
how to study. write academic papers. and take notes. 
According to Markle (2015 ). previous research completed on nontraditional 
students seems inconsistent as some researchers found a positive relationship between 
persistence and success in the classroom while others have not. In Markle's (2015) 
mixed-methods study on 494 nontraditional students. she found 81 17r had children. more 
than half worked part-time. and one third worked full-time. Markle's (2015) 
nontraditional students shared thoughts regarding withdrawal from school. worried about 
debt. felt selfish and guilty for not being with their family. and felt out of place. Despite 
these challenges of balance. nontraditional students are found to haw been goal-oriented 
and responsible (Scott & Lewis. 2011 ). In a qualitative study on five nontraditional 
students. Scott and Levvis (2011) found. nontraditional students are more engaged. persist 
through their challenges. and ask more questions than traditional students. Scott and 
Le'' is (2011) found there are many positive and negative attributes to being a 
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nontraditional student. but \vith strong motivation. support system. and finances. 
nontraditional students can achieve their goal of a college degree. 
S1rn.\ und co;iing. Stress is an additional challenge for first-generation college 
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students. Stress for first-generation college students can include. but is not Ii mited to. 
living away from home for the first time. social and romantic relationships. time 
management. financial stress. and rigor of classes (Garriott & Nisle. 2017) . .Jenkins. 
Belanger. Connally. Boals. and Dur6n (2013) explained. typical stresses may be more 
serve for the first-generations population. Students were more likely to receive less social 
support and have a higher risk of experiencing mental health problems such as stress and 
anxiety (.Jenkins et al.. 2013). Garriott and Nisle (2017) conducted a quantitative study on 
stress. coping. and support with 688 college students. The researchers found stress was 
significantly related to support for the first-generation population and institutional 
support was perceived to be more beneficial than family support for academic goal 
progress for first-generation college students (Garriott & Nisle. 2017). For example. 
Christopher may have relied heavier on institutional support to cope with the stress of 
being a student than his family. 
On the other hand. according to Longwell-Grice. Adsitt. Mullins. and Serrata 
(2016) who conducted 3 qualitative studies and found that family plays an important role 
in first-generation students· academic journey. This involves mental and physical 
support. First-generation students struggle with parents who do not understand the rigor 
and challenges of college. The lack of understanding is hard on the parental-student 
relationship in terms of college expectations and advice. Due to this challenge. first-
generation students\\ ho are successful in college attain persistence and resilience to 
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reach their goal of obtaining a bachelor's degree (Longwell et al.. 2016). Based on both 
studies. our student Christopher may use family and institutional support differently to 
overcome challenges of academic and personal stress. but both are essential to his well-
being. 
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lde11rifirnrio1111\ 11jint-grncmrio11 college \lwlrnr. According to Orbe (2014). 
first-generation college students do not see themselves as different from their peers. Orbe 
conducted a qualitative two-year study with 79 first-generation college students. Through 
the advertisement for participants. many first-generation students said it was the first time 
they have consciously thought of themselves as a first-generation college student (Orbe. 
2014). Orbe asked participants about what it is like to be first-generation. how they would 
describe their transition. and how conscious they were about their first-generation status. 
He found. many participants thought of their first-generation status every clay and used 
the pressure to succeed as motivation. Christopher may not have identified as first-
generation until he experienced a disadvantage such as low sense of belonging. pressure 
to succeed. or unsupported by his community ancl1 or family and was given the words to 
understand his status. Orbe explained how some first-generation students discuss college 
with their families: others did not have the support. as their families seemed jealous and 
threatened by their accomplishments. Christopher may have begun college talking with 
family back at home. only to find that they were unwilling to listen or apathetic to his 
experiences in college. 
Support of Undergraduate Students 
Arntson and Drodge identified the three most common types of support are 
emotional. informational. and instrumental tangible (as cited by Aldrich. 2009). The 
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institution through its understanding and execution can provide support services to first-
generation students. These programs may include. bridge programs. classes. and 
presentations catered to the population (Petty. 2014). To best benefit students. this 
support should meet intrinsic and extrinsic factors that can motivate students while 
addressing their challenges and weaknesses (Petty. 2014). Christopher may seek support 
,,., 
__ , 
from personal. academic. and professional development. Many if not all institutions offer 
counseling. tutoring. academic advising. professor office hours. career services. a writing 
center. a disabilities services center for students like Christopher. Christopher may not be 
aw are of al I of the resources as a first-generation student. therefore. it is important for 
professors. advisors. staff. and peer leaders to be knowledgeable on about campus 
resources. Additionally. Christopher may live in a living learning community or in a 
residence hall with advertisements of college resources. 
Hirsch and Barton ( 20 I I ) conducted a quantitative study on 439 undergraduate 
students on their support and suicide behavior. They found students are exposed to both 
negative and positive support and social support was the most i 111 pactful on a student's 
emotional health (Hirsch & Barton. 2011 ). According to Hirsch and Barton (2011 ). 
passable support from peers. parents. and the university's support services has not only 
academic benefits. but emotional health benefits as well with coping. college 
commitment. retention. and graduation. Although receiving support is beneficial. first-
generation students are less like!) to engage with faculty. staff. and join extracurricular 
activities than their non-first-generation peers ( Katrev ic h & A ruguete. 2017). T erezi n i et 
al. ( 1996) found. lack of extracurricular i1nolvement and interaction with peers ma) be 
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due to first-generation student may lack the preparation and support needed to make 
informed choices. 
To combat first-generation students not engaging \Vi th faculty. staff. and in 
extracurricular activities. Stebleton and Soria (20 I J) suggest helping professionals 
engage first-generation students in conversations about their experiences in their social 
and academic life to assist students in overcoming their concerns and assist in 
conversations their family members can not. Family and parental support is important in 
a student" s academic and personal career. According to Gibbons (2004). parents 
influence career development even if the parents did not have a college education. 
however. results found. career counselors and advisors play a large role in building on the 
parental influence. Christopher·s parent(s) or guardian(s) may be supportive of him being 
in college. but not be able to have conversations about what to expect. what to do in 
certain situations. and provide little to no knowledge about college resources making it 
difficult to provide academic advice. Although there is much support on campus and 
generally in families. the student may still not seek the support or resources in place. 
Graduate Students 
Graduate school enrollment for approximately J million students is a big 
accomplishment. but for FGGS it is even more meaningful ( NCES. 2017). Portnoi and 
Kwong (2011) saw graduate school accomplishment as unique and believed it needed to 
be addressed by student affairs practitioners and institutions. According to Stern et al. 
(2000) ... graduate programs exist for the discovery and transmission of knowledge. the 
education of students. the training of future faculty. and the well-being of society" (p. 
6-f). \rnong all of the reasons to pursue a graduate degree. graduate school is a 
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commitment. It is important for graduate students to find balance. Researcher. Rozycki 
(2011) interviewed graduate students about finding balance in graduate school and stated . 
.. getting a master"s degree is too big of an undertaking to do halfheartedly ... \vith some 
planning. you can achieve balance. be successful in graduate school. thrive in the 
classroom. and have a life'" (p. 47). According to Rozycki (2011 J and her participants. it 
is important for graduate students to think careful I y about why they want a graduate 
degree. realize graduate school can be an emotional and financial sacrifice. and have a 
passion and curiosity for pursuing a master·s degree. Rozycki made a few suggestions for 
graduate students including: work on time management and organization. think of 
graduate school like a job. communicate needs. find a mentor. and take care of oneself. 
Ap/?/icatio111Jroces\. For many FGGS. the graduate school experience begins in 
the application process. If Christopher as a FGGS may be confused with the process. and 
may feel less supported far before starting graduate school coursework. Students may 
have had assistance by their high school counselors when applying for college. but when 
applying for graduate school. one may experience less guidance and more requirements. 
With I ess guidance. students Ii ke Christopher may have a harder ti me determining if 
graduate school is right for them. Sanders and Landrum (2012) conducted a quantitative 
study on 134 psychology majors in their senior year from 14 different institutions to 
assess their ratings of important factors in their graduate school application process. For 
purposes of this study. it is important to note. Sanders did not I ook at first-generation 
students specifically. but it can be assumed the students were a mix of first-generation 
and non-first-generation students. Based on the study. Sande rs and Landrum ( 2012 J 
st1ggested undergraduate program faculty prm ide -.,upport. guidance. and preparation for 
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graduate school. In their conclusion. Sanders and Landrum (2012) recommended 
academic advisors explain the graduate school application process in greater detai I. 
Researchers said this will lower students' anxiety levels and provide encouragement and 
sup port to al I students (Sanders and Landrum. 2012). 
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Lunceford (2011) stated. outside of academic advisors. faculty members should 
and could play a large role in assisting students in the graduate school application 
process. Lunceford (2011) shared that in his experience. first-generation students who 
want to pursue a master's degree often fail to know if the master's degree will aid in their 
career field and seek the degree with false expectations. Lunceford (2011) found several 
first-generation students wanted a graduate degree because they believed it was the only 
\vay to stand out in the job search or make more money. Unfortunately. graduate school 
can create new challenges for students and is not the best option for every career path 
with I ittl e to no benefit for some careers (Lunceford. 20 I I ) . Lunceford ( 20 I I ) identified 
it is the helping professional's responsibility to assist first-generation college students 
considering graduate school in educating and questioning their reason for wanting to 
attend. The helping professional should assess the student's ability to balance a graduate 
assistantship with their own coursework. a higher rigor of coursework. time. energy. and 
funds. 
Once determining if enrollment in graduate school is the right choice. the student 
\Viii begin the application process full of deadlines and requirements. According to 
Lunceford (2011). the helping professional should assist the student in understanding the 
requirements for entering. Subjects the helping professional should assist the student with 
can include: placement nams such as the Ci RE or Ci\lAT. differences in types of 
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programs. geographical location. cost. graduate assistantship options. personal statement 
and or application essay. how to ask for a letter of reco111111endation. and graduate school 
fit (Lunceford. 2011 ). 
Clwllengcs i11 tro11sitio11 and acljmtmenr. Like the undergrad experience. graduate 
school presents many similar challenges. but also new challenges like academic rigor and 
more responsi bi I ities to balance. Warnock and A ppe I ( 20 I 1 ) conducted a quantitative 
study with 324 participants fro111 28 graduate progra111s on working class students in 
graduate school. Warnock and Appel (2011) found. graduate students from working class 
families felt less academically prepared. received less academic and financial support 
than their peers. had less trust for classmates. and excluded socially. Christopher may 
struggle with his sense of belonging and question if he made the correct choice in 
attending graduate school. Scle111per (2011) led a research study on the challenges of 
graduate school through semi-structured focus groups of 117 graduate students. Sclemper 
(2011) found. not only do students struggle with time management and balance. but also 
the academic dimensions of graduate school such as curriculum issues. thesis. and lack of 
preparedness. Christopher· s ti me management in graduate school may be challenged as 
he tries to find balance between his academic coursework. graduate assistantship. thesis. 
developing professional relationships with faculty. staff. and peers. and non-academic 
related responsibilities. 
Preparing for graduate school presents many questions for students. When 
preparing his first-generation students for graduate school Lunceford (20 I I ) shared. 
I tell them about the beginning of the tele\ ision show "Kung Fu." in which a 
monk ha-, to mme an iron cauldron filled'' ith burning coal-, from one fire to the 
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other with his bare arms pressed against strategically placed dragons. After 
completing this task. he thrusts his arms into the snow to stop the burning. I 
explain that graduate school i:-- similar: It will be painful. you"ll be scarred for life. 
and you"ll never again be the same-but you"ll have some bitchin· dragons on 
your arms to show for it ( p. 17). 
Lunceford makes sure the students understand graduate sc hoof is more than just being 
able to do the academic work. but applying their passion areas to research and gaining 
practical experience. 
Motirntion and Jlrocrmti11atio11. There are many similarities and differences 
between undergraduate and graduate students. Cao (2012) conducted a study on 66 
undergraduate students and 68 graduate students in a quantitative study to find a 
relationship between motivation and procrastination. Cao"s (2012) research suggests. 
procrastination \vas prevalent among both undergraduate and graduate students. Cao 
stated procrastination can be seen as a self-handicapping behavior that leads to increased 
stress. poor time management. and lo•v academic performance for both undergraduate 
and graduate students. 
Procrastination was more than a motivational problem or laziness. Procrastination 
was found to occur when students think of procrastination as beneficial and when 
students had fear of doing worse than classmates or failing (Cao. 2012 ). The researcher 
found graduate student's procrastination was associated with fear of failure. task 
aversiveness. reading ability. self-efficacy. and anxiety caused by academics (Cao. 2012). 
,·\ccording to Cabrera-Caban. Garden.\\ hite. and Reynoldson (2016). there are many 
-.,trcs-.,or-., at a graduate level including. but not limited to academic workload. work. 
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research. finances. career planning. time 111anage111ent. environment. and loneliness. 
These stressors play into a student's motivation and procrastination levels. Tate. '.Vlarks. 
Yuung. Guzman. and Williams (2015 ). also addressed motivation among students and 
obstacles. which hinder their ability to obtain a bachelor's degree. They found self-
efficacy was the biggest influencing factor in motivation ancl success of both 
undergraduate and graduate students (Tate et. al.. 2012). Additional I y. Le Crom. Rufer. 
Slavich. and Greenhalgh (2016) stated. self-efficacy helps individuals make i111portant 
decisions and helps individuals decide how much effort to put into a certain task such as 
studying. 
Support of Graduate Students 
Like the undergraduate experience. parental and family support plays a large role 
in one·s education. For first-generation college students. there is little knowledge of 
college from their parents for undergraduate and even less knowledge and understanding 
of graduate school. Aldrich (2009) conducted a qualitative study on 18 female graduate 
students on their support systems and how their parents and important others reacted to 
women·s decision to go to graduate school. Aldrich (2009) shared her own experience in 
which she was asked. "'Why are you not getting married. settling down. and getting a 
jobT (p. 55). Aldrich broke her participants· received support into categories of 
supportive. supportive but clueless. or unsupportive responses. Aldrich (2009) concluded 
that these responses impacted her participants in graduate school in either positive and/or 
negative ways and did little to combat their extended family"s disapproval. but 
continuous effort \\ent in to gaining approval from their parents. 
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Support for graduate students is essential to the population· s success. According 
to Benshoff. Cashwell. and Rowell (2015). until recently. institutions thought of graduate 
students as an extension of the undergraduate population because they were college 
graduates. goal-oriented. and more mature than their undergraduate peers. Due to this 
belief. it was thought they did not need support services (8enshoff et al.. 2015). Yes. the 
self-sufficient and positive qualities can be true for the graduate student population. but 
graduate students do need support from their University"s faculty. staff. and students. For 
many graduate students. graduate school presents new challenges such as a heavier 
emphasis on research. more writing components. and balancing other responsibilities not 
related to the classroom. Graduate students experience feelings of insecurity. increased 
stress and anxiety. and decreased self-esteem in result of their increased workload and 
responsibilities (Benshoff. Cashwell and Rowell. 2015: Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). 
Rizzolo. DeForest. DeCino. Stre<ir. and Landram (2016) conducted a study of 689 
master· s degree students using q ual itati ve surveys that included open-ended question: 
they also conducted a focus group with IJ students to better understand the population. 
They did this because they felt graduate programs did not take enough time to assess 
graduate students· experiences and needs outside of the classroom setting. Rizzolo et al. 
(2016) found four themes among their participants· responses. perceptions of 
professional development. finding balance is never easy. experiences of personal and 
professional barriers. and importance of faculty and peer relationships. These themes 
share similar results with other researchers and present ways carnpus can support its 
graduate students. Portnoi and Kwong (2011) also discussed ho\\ institutions can support 
graduate students. The first area of suggested irnprowment \\as helping students adjust 
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and understand the graduate school process and expectations (Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). 
The second area of suggested improvement was addressing students' balance between 
academic and home life (Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). The last area of suggested 
improvement was understanding students' feelings of not belonging and inadequacy 
(Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). 
:11 
To combat these feelings. graduate students may seek mentorship from faculty. 
staff. supervisors. or peers (Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). According to Fugate. Jaramillo. and 
Preuhs (2001 ). traditional mentoring has two parties: the graduate student in need of 
support. di rec ti on. and advice and the mentor who has the student" s best interest in mind 
and is able to provide guidance in their personal and professional development. 
Mentoring is more than traditional advising. Johnson (2007) found. mentoring is a 
mutually beneficial relationship with mentors offering career assistance. social and 
emotional support. support for the student" s self-exploration. and acts as a role model 
demonstrating experience and achievement. As students experience social and academic 
challenges in graduate school. mentorship becomes an essential part of their success. 
Students who have mentors experience a smoother transition. self-efficacy. better outlook 
on their education and career. and improved research skills (Robert & Steven. 2007). 
Schelrnper (2011) found graduate students can benefit from building these support 
networks and being involved with their academic department. These relationships can aid 
in one·s sense of belonging and building relationships (Schelmper. 2011 ). In addition to 
the presented graduate school challenges. there are countless other challenges 
Christopher and other graduate students may combat. One of these many challenges may 
be being a student in graduate school (Scheln1per. 2011 J. Graduate students with 
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disabilities and international graduate students\\ ill not be exa111ined or discussed in this 
study. but it is important to acknowledge their presence and additional challenges they 
may encounter in graduate school. 
Schlossberg Thcor~ of Transition 
There is a big difference between the undergraduate and graduate experience 
(Benshoff et. al.. 2015). As the experience differs. many FGGS can find the111selves in 
Schlossberg·s ( 1981) Transition Theory. This conceptual framework will be used to bring 
awareness of graduate students· experiences in their social and academic transition to 
graduate school. The theory of transition can assist in the understanding of how the first-
generation status may or may not affect the graduate school experience. Schlossberg 
( 1981) defines transition as any event or non-event resulting in a changed role. 
relationship. or routine with elements being duration. definition of transition. concurrent 
stress. and past-experiences. The theory states. the individual determines if the event 
qualifies as a transition (Schlossberg. I 98 I). 
FGGS can find themselves experiencing the transition theory when coping with 
the transition into graduate school and possibly in their job as a graduate assistant. 
Anderson and Swazey ( 1998) found academic coursework was not the only task for the 
majority of graduate students. because most were employed. This employment acids to 
the transition experience for FGGS. According to Schlossberg ( 1981 ). there are factors 
involved that impact and influence an individual·s ability to cope in the transition: 
situation. se If. support. and st rate gi es. Student affairs profession al s can use Schlossberg· s 
( 198 I l Theory in an atte111pt to understand first-generation students· experience fro111 
undergraduate to graduate. Ir Christopher deter111i ned the journey into his 111aster · s 
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program it is then qualified as a transition and he may be able to recognize factors that 
impact his transition. 
According to Schlossberg (I lJ84). there are four factors of transition including 
situation. self. support. and strategies. which assist in one·s ability to cope in a transition 
such as graduate school. Situation describes the nature of the circumstances and 
happenings (Sclossberg. llJ84l. The situation for Albrecht (2013) was how the transition 
to graduate school was filled with anxiety and uncertainty. but learned through the 
undergraduate transition to take control of academics by seeking sources and finding 
motivation. As seen in the situation factor. Christopher has a change in role as a graduate 
student and may have a graduate assistantship. Christopher may reflect on the timing of 
graduate school and what precipitated the decision to attend. It also may make 
Christopher feel better knowing that this is a temporary situation and that he made it 
through the challenges of undergrad. therefore. he can make it through the challenges of 
graduate school. 
In the second factor of self. Albrecht (2013) described the importance of 
awareness of one ·s personal and demographic characteristics. For Albrecht personally. 
maintaining a positive outlook in their transition to graduate school was important. 
Christopher may have additional challenges as he transitions to graduate school if he 
identifies as a racial minority. ethnic minority. religious minority. and may also be aware 
how his gender. age. sexual orientation. socioeconomic status. and health status impact 
his transition and experience in graduate education. As mentioned previously. support 
plays a big role in one "s academic career and especially in times of transition. For 
Albrecht. support \\as the most influential component of their succes-.;ful transition.\\ hat 
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/'\lbrecht found was building strong: relationships and support groups could aid in coping 
through the transition. Per example. family. friends. institutions. relationship partners. 
and cornnH111itie:-, rnay positively or negati\ely impact Christopher·s transition. Finally. 
strategies are an important factor in transition. because it can modify the situation. have 
control over meaning:. and assist in managing: stress levels (Schlossberg. 19841. Albrecht 
shared how the mind-set was important in the transition. because throughout their 
transition. they felt their thoughts were negative and that they would not overcome the 
graduate school challenges. Once Albrecht"s mindset changed they viewed their 
challenges as a learning experience. In this factor. like Albrecht. Christopher may need to 
address his perceived control. motivation. and coping with stress and the transition. 
Summary 
Chapter II explored existing literature on first-generation graduate students and 
their unique challenges. transition. support. and journey. For many. the first-generation 
status challenges have followed them into graduate school: while for others the 
challenges presented themselves differently or for the first time. According to presented 
literature. there are many challenges this population carries. which may have an impact 
on the population's graduate school retention and overall experience. Awareness. 
involvement. and support of this population is essential to their experience and success. 
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CHAPTER III 
\1ethodolog) 
This stud) was conducted to understand FGGS"s experience in graduate school. 
The researcher identified characteristics and choices that may have impacted the FGGS"s 
experience. The researcher chose to use a qualitative method approach to intervie\\ 
FGGS. The applicability is lower than a quantitative study. because the study has fewer 
participants making it harder to generalize the population ( Krefting. 1991 ). To increase 
the applicability. the researcher recruited participants who shared knowledge of the 
phenomenon ( Krefting. 1991 ). The following research questions guided the study: 
1. What motivated first-generation graduate students to pursue a rnaster·s degree'? 
2. What resources are first generation graduate students aware of and utilize'? I 
What resources do students identify as making them most successful'? 
3. How do first-generation graduate students describe their experience in graduate 
school'? 
Design of the Stud~· 
Through the literature revievv it was discovered that many qualitative studies have 
been conducted to best understand the at-risk population. thus conducting in-depth 
interviews with FGGS was identified as the best means for conducting this research. The 
study was presented in a basic qualitative design: this means that the participants 
experiences and descriptions were used to understand their experience (Creswell & 
\1iller. 2000). The interview questions (Appendix A) were developed by the researcher to 
obtain participant"s responses. To aid in the qualit) of the research. the researcher used 
triangulation. Triangulation assish in the merging of multiple perspectiws for a mutual 
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confirmation of the phenomenon (Krefting. 1991 ). The multiple perspectives were 
addressed and crosschecked for interpretation in the results and discussion of the study 
(Krefting. 1991 ). 
Participants 
Participants were four first-generation graduate students enrolled in a master·s 
program full-time with at least one semester completed at the time of collection. The 
sample population was limited to participants at a midsize institution in the rural 
Midwest. Purposive sampling was used to identify the FGGS. Participants were solicited 
through a message (Appendix 8) on a graduate student Facebook group at the institution 
and through word of mouth. Following the solicitation in online social media the 
participants were contacted through personal email for an interview with the researcher. 
To protect the participants· identities in the study. they were each provided with the 
pseudonym. 
36 
Kendall. Kendall is a 23 year-old. African American female from a large 
metropolitan area in the Midwest who is in her third semester. She graduated with her 
Bae he lor · s Degree in Communi ca ti on Studies and continued at the same institution for a 
Master·s Degree in Communication Studies. Kendall worked part-time as an 
undergraduate student and now works full-time while attending graduate school full-time. 
She recently learned she was pregnant and will have a baby in her second-) ear of 
graduate school. As an undergrad. she vv as a provisional admit to her undergraduate 
institution and was on academic warning following her first semester of college. Kendall 
applied to the same. Ciraduate School belm' the GPA requirement and was again a 
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provisional student in her first-) ear of graduate school. In the first semester of graduate 
school. she received a ·c· and \\al\ put on academic warning for her second semester. 
37 
Emily. Emily is a 28 )ear-old. Caucasian female from a midsized cit) in the 
Midwest. in her third semester. She studied Sociology as an undergraduate and worked in 
restaurant management post-graduation. After four-years in restaurant management. 
Emily returned to her undergraduate institution to earn a Master·s Degree in Clinical 
Counseling. Emily worked full-time as an undergraduate student and part-time as a 
graduate student. In graduate school. Emily commutes to campus I-hour each way from 
her hometown. 
A Ya. Ava is a 23 year-old. African American female from a large metropolitan 
area in the Midwest in her third semester of graduate school. Ava earned her Bachelor's 
Degree in Family and Consumer Sciences and chose to get her Master's Degree in 
Family and Consumer Sciences at the same institution. Ava worked part-time during her 
senior year of undergrad and works 32 hours a week in graduate school. Ava received a 
· D' in her second semester of graduate school and is now on academic warning. 
Dylan. Dylan is a 23 year-old. Caucasian male from a metropolitan suburb in the 
Midwest. Dylan graduated with a Bachelor·s Degree in Kinesiology from a small. private 
university in a large metropolitan city. Dylan then relocated to a rural city in the Midwest 
to complete his '.'v1aster's Degree in Ex.ercise Science. He is in his third semester of 
graduate school. Dylan was a full-time collegiate athlete as an undergrad and in graduate 
school holds two part-time jobs. Dylan had not heard the term. ·first-generation· until 
asked if he qualified for the stud). 
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Research Site 
The location of the study was a midsize institution in the rural \1idwest. 
According to l' .S. ~ews (2017). the institution has more than 25 master's degree 
programs with 1.458 graduate students in the 2017-18 academic year. Verbal interviews 
\Ve re conducted one-on-one and took pl ace in the Ii brary and other I ocations mutually 
convenient for each participant and the researcher. 
Instrument 
To maintain a holistic approach. a pre-developed questionnaire (Appendix A) in 
the semi-structured verbal interview were used to collect narratives of the participants 
(Krefting. 1991 ). The semi-structured interviews allowed the interviews to be more 
organic in conversation. The researcher took a rich description of the setting. participants. 
and themes to strengthen the study (Creswell and Miller. 2000). The answers of the 
participants were audio recorded. In addition to the interview. the participants reviewed 
and signed the Consent to Participate form. 
Participants were also asked to complete a demographic form (Appendix C). This 
form asked them to pro vi de information about their undergraduate and graduate degrees. 
It also asked them to provide information about ethnicity. gender. and age. Finally. it 
provided insight in to their status as a full or part-ti me student. whether they worked. and 
the amount of time between their undergraduate and graduate education. 
Data Collection 
The participants received a recruitment message (Appendix B) with the intent of 
seeking four participants. Then intenie\\s \\ere scheduled. executed and audio recorded. 
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Transcripts were developed for each participant labeling their data by a participant 
number and a pseudonym created b) the researcher. 
Treatment of Data 
The names of participants were changed to maintain anonymity and 
confidentiality. The researcher and thesis advisor were the only two individuals with 
access to the participants' personal information. Transcriptions contained only the 
pseudonym and participant number as identifiers. The intervievv audio files remained on 
the researcher's flash drive. which was kept in a locked safe. The interview field notes 
were also kept in the locked safe. 
Data Analysis 
As stated by LeCompte (2000). the first step in analysis is acknowledging bias. 
To reduce bias. the researcher took field notes during the interviews and had a non-first-
generation thesis advisor. To assist in data collection and analysis. the researcher 
obtained an audiotape of the interviews. After the interviews were completed. the 
researcher transcribed the interview of each participant and coded each response. The 
researcher underlined and highlighted words and phrases in the transcript that answered 
the research questions. The researcher then compared the transcribed responses of each 
participant before making any conclusions. The underlined data was then sorted into 
common themes for analysis. According to Creswell and Miller (2000). the socially 
constructed reality is coded to find patterns among the participants. The lens of the 
researcher is the viewpoint for establishing validity in the study. which is not based on 
scores. but interpretation of text (Creswell & I\1iller. 2000). 
]9 
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Summary 
This chapter outlined the methodology. The methodology includes the design of 
the study. participants. research site. the instrument. data collection. data treatment. and 
analysis. The purposive sample of four FGGS were interviewed using a qualitative study 
regarding differences bet\veen their undergraduate and graduate school journey to 
understand their perspecti\es and feelings as a FGGS. 
40 
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CHAPTER IV 
Analysis 
The purpose of this stud) was to gain insight on the FGGS experience. This 
chapter presents the findings of the qualitative study. The results collected by the 
researcher were analyzed in relation to the three research questions: (I) What motivated 
first-generation graduate students to pursue a master's degree'? (2) What resources 
are first generation graduate students aware of and utilize'? I What resources do 
students identify as making them most successful'! ( 3) How do first-generation 
graduate students describe their experience in graduate school'? An analysis of the 
study is presented below and organized by research question. 
MotiYation for FGGS to Pursue a Master's Degree 
Participants were asked about their motivation to attend graduate school. To best 
understand what motivated FGGS to attend graduate school. the researcher also asked 
about the motivation to attend undergraduate. This section is broken up to understand the 
undergraduate experience and then the graduate experience. 
Undergraduate. Participants were asked about their reason for attending 
undergraduate education and what motivated them. Each participants' reason for going 
awa) to college was unique to their experience and story. The themes identified include: 
get away from home. parental pressure. a'v\areness of limitation. and athletics. 
iVew Environment. In describing their reasons to attend undergraduate. getting 
awa) from home and articulating that a different path was available emerged as a theme . 
. \II pf the participants had ho1netu'' n;., further than an hour from the institution and liw at 
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off-campus apartments. Emily who came to college as a Psychology and Sociology 
major worked fu 11-ti me while attending her undergraduate institution stated. 
-l2 
I felt like I just needed to leave home. because it wasn·t really a healthy 
environment and I felt like college was a good way to just get out and get further 
away. 1\11y clad·s wife did not want me home so she·s like don·t go to a co111mt111ity 
college. go to a university. It is fair of me to say. I didn·t want to be there. 
Ava. who was from a large metropolitan area attended college to study family and 
consumer science shared. 
I was willing to try to do something because my family lives in public housing 
and has Ii vecl there since the 7()' s. It's 2018 and they' re sti II there ... and I' 111 just 
like I can·t accept this. I want better. I want better for myself. I don·t really like 
being home. because of the area my home is in. There is just nothing for me in the 
city. I knew that it was the next step for me. because what else is there"? School is 
all I really know and I wanted to do something better for myself. Participants 
shared college would provide them with a new environment. which became a 
mo ti vati on al factor in their attendance. 
b~fluence o.f Parent. Participants shared they had experienced parental pressure 
to attend college. 'When talking about parental pressure three participants shared 
experiences: but they only spoke about one of their parents and the pressure they 
specifically applied. Kendall who was a provisional admit in to the Communications 
Studies program and was on academic warning her second semester of undergraduate 
shared. 
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The reason why I pretty much decided to attend college is because my mom 
didn't finish college. She only finished her associate's degree. So she really 
stressed to me that education is \ery important. So honestly. I went to college for 
her. She always wanted me to do better than her. I did what she asked me to do. 
just finish my education. This was the only thing she asked me to do in all my 
life. I made sure to accomplish it. I did it for her and did it for me. 
Dylan who was a Kinesiology major in undergraduate at a small private school also 
shared the parental pressure to attend college. Dylan who was a middle child said. 
My brother went to school so it was kind of expected for me to go to school. So it 
wasn't really a matter of if I wanted to go it was just where I was going. Because 
she I mom I didn't have the opportunity to go to college. she thought it was very 
important for her children to not only get the opportunity. but actually go. 
Emily who wanted to get away from home also had an older sibling and shared. "'I 
think my dad always wanted me to go. He also wanted my older brother to go. but he 
decided to attend beauty school." The only participant who did not share parental 
pressure was Ava who stated. 
No one really influenced me. I had to do it myself. I guess in my house they just 
expected me to ... I guess they !family and friends I didn't expect me to do 
anything after high school. I just remember thinking to myself. I want to go to 
school and do something for myself. Like in elementary school. people would say 
she can't do this and she can't do that. I just \Vant to prove people wrong and not 
be a statistic. 
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The parental moti\ation influenced the participants differently based on their view of 
their parents as well as the relationship they had. One of the participants who did not 
have a relationship with her parents had expressed pressure from other individuals in 
their life. Each participant experienced motivational pressure from individuals in their 
life. 
A Better Future. Participants shared their awareness of limitations without a 
college degree. Ava whose family lives in public housing shared. "'I didn't want a dead-
end job. I want to make something of myself." Kendall who is also from a large 
metropolitan area stated. ""With a high school diploma. we're only able to get certain 
jobs. At the time. I wasn't sure what I wanted to do with my career life. So I was just like. 
well J 'm going to college." Two of the participants discussed the power of a bachelor's 
degree to set themselves up for a better future. 
Athletics. One participant. Dylan from a small private school participated in 
Track and Field throughout high school and when given the opportunity. he chose to 
attend college. Dylan first started thinking about college after speaking with one of his 
high .-;chool coaches. He shared ... my coach said that schools would be coming to recruit 
me and that I would have a good opportunity to have my education paid for if I had a 
good season." f\ot only did Dylan experience an expectation to attend college. but was 
being recruited to play shot and discus. which provided him with the motivation to attend. 
Ove ral I. the motivation to attend undergraduate differed by individual. but there we re 
shared com monal i ti es. 
(; raduatc. Participants were asked a bout their reason for attending graduate 
school and\\ hat 1notivated them. Each participants· reason for going away to college was 
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unique to their experience and story. A\a. Kendall. and Emily stayed at the same 
institution for graduate school as they did for undergraduate. Dylan was the only 
participant to attend different institutions for undergraduate and graduate school. For 
graduate school. the themes were: personal goal and feeling stuck. 
Personal Goal. Participants shared attending graduate school was to fulfill a 
personal goal. Kendall who graduated with a Communication Studies degree shared. she 
did not consider attending graduate school until her fourth year of undergraduate study. 
Kendall stated. 
I honestly was not sure what I wanted to do. I got my bachelor·s degree to make 
my mom happy. but I guess it was just a personal reason to attend graduate 
school. I felt like maybe if I could go higher and get my masters. I could complete 
everything I wanted to do in life. 
Dylan who studied Kinesiology as an undergraduate and Exercise Science as a graduate 
student said he did not consider attending graduate school until he reflected on his career 
goals. He also decided in his fourth year of undergraduate to attend graduate school so he 
could better understand the realm of exercise science. Dylan also shared that he is 
competitive with his older brother. therefore. it is a personal goal for him to do well in 
school. Dylan said. 
I would say the decision to attend graduate school is mine to reach my goals. but 
my brother did influence me a little bit. because I am competitive and he has a 
law degree and would call himself doctor if he could. 
Participants discussed the motivation behind their choice to attend college were personal 
goals.\\ hich \\ill aid in their professional goals. 
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A ft er undergraduate graduation. when Ava \Vent home. she became aw are of vv h y 
she left in the first place. Ava who received her Bachelor of Science in Family and 
Consumer Sciences and was from public housing in a metropolitan city shared. 
I went home and I don·t really like being at home. because the area isn"t that 
great. I worked downtown at a clothing store with my bachelo1-"s degree and 
absolutely hated it there. The job and just how everything was at home. 
Ava also identified how she saw herself become a role model for her younger family 
members so they too could get away from home. break the cycle. and attend college to 
achieve their dreams. She shared attending graduate school provided her with the 
opportunity to get away from home and she hopes to inspire others that they can do the 
same. 
Feeling Stuck. The participants shared they felt stuck as in they did not know 
what to do in their careers with a bacheloi-"s degree. They had awareness of opportunities 
a master·s degree could provide. Emily who had four-years between undergraduate and 
graduate school to work as a general manager of a bar got sick of her job and decided to 
make a change. She decided to get a master·s degree in Clinical Counseling. Emily 
shared she applied on a whim after finding out the graduate program did not require the 
GRE. Emily stated. 
I applied here for this program a week before the deadline and I was like. if I get 
in. !"II go and if not. who cares'? So I didn"t really plan for it. 
Another participant also shared they felt limited with a bachelor's degree and did not 
know \\hat else to do. \\'hen A\a discussed her job at a clothing store. she said. ··1 was 
\\orking a dead end job\\ hen I had a degree:· Feeling stuck was a theme found when 
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discussing the participants· decision to attend graduate school. Both participants chose to 
attend graduate school to change their work situation for the better. 
Participants were asked about their motivation to attend undergraduate and 
graduate school. Each participant had unique experiences. which affected their decision 
to attend college. The motivation commonalities and differences will be discussed in 
Chapter V. 
Resources FGGS Arc A ware of and Utilize 
Participants were asked about their awareness and utilization of resources in 
graduate school. To best understand what resources FGGS were aware of and utilized. 
the researcher also asked about the resources participants used in undergraduate. This 
section is broken up to understand the resources uti Ii zed in their undergraduate 
experience and those now utilized in graduate school. The themes will be resources 
ranked from most to least discussed. which the participants said impacted their ability to 
navigate undergraduate and graduate school. 
Undergraduate. Each participant was asked about the resources they used as an 
undergraduate student. The resources identified were: faculty. classmates. '>vriting center. 
tutoring. and career services. These resource themes are listed in most to least discussed 
as they spoke about their undergraduate experience. 
Faculty. Faculty was the most discussed theme when participants were asked 
about resources. Dylan who was a Kinesiology major and attended a private university 
shared. 
I did not really feel a connection with some of my faculty so I was ne\er really 
comfortable\\ ith going to their office and sitting: do\\n and talking: about 
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questions or anything I had. But. yeah. none of my professors were really 
interested in their students. I felt as though there wasn"t a good relationship. Like. 
we all knew they had office hours. but the professor seemed kind of annoyed if 
you showed up to visit him or her so it was kind of discouraging to go visit or talk 
to them. 
Kendall who was a provisional admit shared she did not utilize faculty from the start. but 
after being on academic warning in her freshman year. she recognized the importance of 
the faculty-student relationship. Kendall said. 
I was not comfortable talking to my professors. I did not ask questions when I 
needed help. I did not ask anybody. So that impacted me a lot. My first semester 
GPA dropped dramatically and I had to be put on academic warning. I knew then. 
I was like man. once my parents find out. and I paid all this money for one 
semester. I knew I had to get my act together and learn how to communicate with 
my professors to learn what I needed to do to get my GPA up in order for me to 
finish school. 
Later in her senior year. Kendall developed a relationship with one faculty member. She 
shared. 
I had one good relationship with one professor who is no longer here. He always 
said funny jokes in funny voices. He was a professor I talked to all the time. 
Believe it or not. I talked to him the last day of my final. and just by talking to 
him. I learned I could graduate. Had I not talked to him. I would have missed 
graduation. because I didn"t know I could graduate that weekend. So if I didn"t 
talk to hi111 I would haw 111i-.sed the whole ceremony. \1; advisor didn"t tell 111e I 
FGGS GRADUATE EXPERIE\iCE 
could graduate and I didn't officially graduate until July. because I had two online 
clas'ies. but just by talking: to him. I learned I could walk. I then rushed around 
trying: to figure out\\ hat I needed to do for graduation like get a cap and gown. 
but yes. I developed a good relationship with him because he made me laugh and 
wrote me letters of recommendation for graduate school before he left the 
university. 
Ava who was a Family and Consumer Sciences major said. '"something I wish I could 
have done more was have a relationship with faculty members. That is part of me being 
really shy:· Ava shared because of the lack of connection she felt in addition to her 
shyness made faculty relationships difficult. Emily. the oldest participant in this study. 
worked full~time and was a Psychology major shared. she was closer to her faculty 
members than peers. Emily said. 
I hung out with a few of my professors outside of class kind of a lot. Additionally. 
I would have smoke breaks with the sociology faculty. I also did a lot of research 
with the psychology department and so one of my professors would invite couples 
to his house for pool and stuff. I always got along \vith older people so it felt 
easier to talk to professors than my peers. 
Each participant had different experiences. which led them to their perspective and 
relationship with faculty members whether the participants utilized faculty as a personal 
and professional resource or not. 
Classmates. Participants also spoke about the role their peer classmates played in 
their undergraduate experience. Kendall who did not ask her professors for help as a 
Communication Studie'-. 111ajor said :-he learned a lot of information from her peers at Hall 
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Council in her residence hall. She shared how she learned not only what was going on in 
the building. but about resources and events outside the residence hall. Dylan who was an 
athlete at a prirnte unin:-rsit) said he got academic support from his teammates. Dylan 
shared ... during the season. you lean on the teammates that were in your classes. We 
would sit together and talk stuff out or compare answers and notes:· He said. outside of 
practice and games. it was difficult to get together with classmates and peers. but he was 
able to lean on his teammates as it was most convenient. 
Writing Center. Two members spoke about the writing center at their 
undergraduate institution. Kendall who learned from her faculty member that she could 
graduate shared. she used the writing center once as a freshman to proofread an English 
paper. because struggled in English class with grammar and punctuation. Ava who also 
had a difficult freshman year shared. "'I learned about the writing center from orientation 
and my first English class. but I did not use it much. because they were not as helpful as 
they could have been ... 
Tutoring. Ava who did not believe the writing center was as helpful as it could 
haw been said she attended tutoring in Math and Business. Ava shared. 
I went to tutoring in math. because math is really terrible here and the tutors were 
not helpful. because our teacher did math a different way than them. which made 
math more confusing. Tutoring in business was another one that helped. 
Although many participants said they were a'vvare of tutoring and should have used 
tutoring at times. Ava was the only participant to have used tutoring in her undergraduate 
career. 
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Career Services. Another service identified but only used by one participant was 
a career service:-. support office. Ava who graduated with a bachelor·s degree in 
Co111111unication Studies said. she only utilized career services once freshman year when 
she was changing majors from Psychology and did not know what to major in. She also 
spoke about not knowing what she wanted her career to be in. Career Services was only 
mentioned by Ava as she used it in the beginning of her college journey. 
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Availability. \Vhen the participants were asked about their resource utilization and 
which resources were most important to them in navigating college. Dylan and Emily 
hesitated. because they did not utilize any on-campus resources during their 
undergraduate journey. 
Dylan who went to a private school shared. 
I didn·t use any resources. I know that there was a club. Like an area where you 
needed to apply to get in. but besides that. there were no posters up or anything 
about resumes or where we could get assistance or even building relations with 
other students. We had nothing like that. 
Emily shared. she was aware of resources like tutoring. but did not utilize them. because 
she felt like others needed the services more than her and because she was busy working 
full-time. Based on the theme of availability. awareness and time became factors. 
Overall. each participant had a different experience with resources and availability. The 
resources used in the participants· undergraduate years were: faculty. classmates. writing 
center. tutoring. and career services. 
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Graduate. In the interview. participants \Vere asked about the resources they used 
as graduate students. The resources identified were: faculty. classmates. and the library. 
These resource themes are listed in most to least discussed in their graduate experience. 
Faculty. Participants were asked what was their relationship like with faculty as a 
graduate student. The participants shared differing experiences. Emily who is a Clinical 
Counseling graduate student and was close to her faculty in undergraduate shared. 
I( s a I ittle harder for me to talk to them I faculty I than it was in undergrad. I am 
still kind of shy toward them. I think ifs just like the first year and so ifs like you 
don't really know them that well. 
Dylan who attended a private university for undergraduate and did not have a relationship 
with faculty at that institution shared. 
Professors are a lot more personal so it is easier to form those connections than it 
was in undergrad. Ifs a lot more laid back so I can go into a professor·s office and 
joke around a little bit then I'll have my questions and ifs a lot more of an open 
environment. \\'ell I guess they want you to succeed and they understand the 
stress you.re going through and how the expectations are a little higher and they 
want to be a resource for you to use. They are the only resource I use. therefore. I 
rank them the highest. When I have questions. I write them down and then I will 
go to their office and I'd say nine out of ten times. I get a very clear and direct 
answer of what is expected. That one time when it might be unclear. I will go 
back and 1·11 try the question again or find a way to word or rephrase it so they 
can give me a better answer. 
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Kendall whose getting her Master· s degree in the same department as her undergraduate 
degree. but whose farnrite faculty member left the university said. 
I still have the same relationship with the same faculty from undergrad. I was only 
able to make one new relationship with my advisor. because she is the advisor for 
all graduate students. And then I was able to kind of build a good relationship 
with one professor which I had never had before. Other than that. the relationships 
are the same and kind of limited. 
Ava who said her shyness hindered her relationship with faculty in undergraduate shared 
she has a few connections with faculty now. but they're not as strong as she would like 
them to be. and she still thinks they can be more approachable and understanding to their 
situations and questions. For every participant. faculty relationships looked different. 
Library. The library was found to be a resource graduate students depend on in 
graduate school. When asked what resources she uses. Ava who is a Family and 
Consumer Sciences graduate student shared ... the library is mandatory." Emily who is a 
Clinical Counseling student also utilizes the library for their online database for journals. 
Ava ranked the library second in helpfulness behind classmates. The library was a theme 
and useful tool for research in graduate school. 
.4 vailahility. As graduate students. the students discussed how they have more 
responsibilities and believe the resources have changed. Because of their limited 
a\ailability outside of work and class. the participants shared availability was a reason for 
not utilizing resources in graduate school. Kendall who works full~time in graduate 
-;chool :--aid. 
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school. 
No 11 do not use any resources I. but I should find some I resources I. That is 
something I should do because I know in my first-year first semester. it '<\as hard 
for me to balance work and go to -.chool. 1 ·\ e never worked full-time then have 
night classes at the same time. And then this past semester and with how 
everything is going now with the pregnancy and boyfriend. I don·t know how to 
manage this either. I don·t use resources because with my working full-time. I 
never get the chance to ask for help. By the time I am off of work. majority of the 
resources on-campus are probably closed. 
Participants were aware and utilized resources in both undergraduate and graduate 
How FGGS Describe Their Experience in Graduate School 
In interviews. participants were asked about their overall graduate school 
experience. To best understand their graduate experience. the researcher requested they 
discuss their undergraduate experience. This section is divided to understand the 
undergraduate experience compared to the graduate experience. 
Undergraduate. Participants were asked about their undergraduate experience. The 
themes identified include: adjustment. academic expectations. and support. 
.4l~justment. As students move from high school to college. many new 
experiences and challenges present themselves in a new academic and social 
environment. Kendall who was a Communication Studies major and provisional admit 
shared her transition to college was difficult. Kendall stated. 
\1) freshman year was horrible and it was just me trying to transition from high 
-.chool to fre:-.hman )ear. It"-. not like I \\ent out and partied. I \\as literally in Ill) 
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room studying so I don't understand how my grades were the way they were. My 
first semester GPA dropped dramatically and I had to be put on academic 
warning. I learned what I needed to do to get my GPA up in order for me to finish 
school. I thought that vvas a huge impact for me. college is definitely different 
from high school. 
Many of the participants found their undergraduate experience challenging. but it was not 
always clue to academics. Participants discussed balance in addition to the rigor of classes 
as many participants worked part or full-time. Dylan who was an athlete in undergraduate 
shared. 
Athletics kind of just took a majority of my time. If I wasn't at practice. I was in 
class and if I wasn't in class or practice. I was at home studying or trying to catch 
up on sleep. because it was kind of a full-time job outside of class. 
Emily who hung out with faculty outside of class shared a similar experience working 
full-time while going to school full-time. Emily was a manager at a fast food chain a few 
blocks off campus. Emily shared. 
In my undergrad years. I worked 4am to I pm then had classes. I really do work a 
lot in school. Since I was working full-time. it did have little affect on my 
academics. because I wasn't able to like get full attention. I also had to pay for 
everything else so I kind of had to survive. 
The participants were involved in various activities and held responsibilities in 
undergraduate. which affected their ability to transition and in their overall undergraduate 
experience. 
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Academic Expectations. As the college academic expectations differ from high 
school. first-generation college students may not know what to expect. One participant. 
Ava who was a Family and Consumer Sciences rnajor felt .. scared like my freshman year. 
I was scared I was going to fail and get kicked out of school because I was doing bad in 
one class:· The participants experienced different academic expectations than they 
previously had in high school and had to quickly adjust to be most successful in college. 
Communication Studies student. Kendall she was surprised how much more time she had 
to spend on studying and staying focused. Kendall shared she often thought. "It's never 
going to be easy. but I'm not going home:· Although Kendall did not understand the 
academic expectations. she knew she had to change her ways to be successful in college. 
The participants found they knew less about college than they had originally thought. 
Support. Support looked differently for every participant whether it was from 
their parents. peers. or significant others. Dylan who was an athlete at a private university 
stated. 
My morn would show up to my meets. but outside of that. like I said. my mom 
really wasn"t able to assist. because she didn't understand the necessarily like how 
to help with a research project. because she had never been through college so she 
never understood how to do a bibliography or anything along those lines. 
Dy I an al so shared he I eaned on his teammates for support and he Ip throughout the years 
as the cornrnuted to practices and meets together and competed together. The Farnily and 
Consurner Sciences student. Ava had discussed her God Parents would send her care 
packages as an undergraduate student with the Ii vi ng essentials. Ava shared ... I fe It Ii ke I 
\\(I~ supported. because they bought those things for me. the stuff I really needed:· 
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Outside of the occasional care packages. Ava asked her family and friends to pray for her 
success. Ava al so re I ied hea vi I y on her boyfriencr s support and encouragement for most 
of her journey. Like Ava. Kendall and Dylan also discussed the support they received 
from their significant others and how the relationships aided in their feelings of support. 
Sociology student. Emily shared she was not well-supported in her undergraduate journey 
and had to rely on herself and sometimes her coworkers. Support played an important 
role in the undergraduate experience of the participants. but looked different for each 
individual based on the relationship and source. 
Graduate. The graduate student participants were asked about their graduate experience. 
The themes were academic expectations and support. 
Academic Expectations. Graduate school presents a change in academic rigor 
compared to the undergraduate experience among many other experiences and 
challenges. Kendall who was admitted to graduate school on a provisional status thought 
graduate school would be more similar to her undergraduate experience. Kendall said. ""I 
just tell her I mother I it's a lot to do. you know·? I didn't realize ... I thought having three 
classes would be easy. but it's really not. It's definitely not." Kendall continued to 
explain her graduate school experience. financial strain. and referred to her long days 
being full-time work and evening classes as tiring. She stated. 
I have a lot on my plate and when I come home. I am asleep all the time. I'm legit 
doing a lot of work and go to school. Grad school isn't easy. I mean. I read and 
write all those papers and even though it is like three classes ... you have two 
papers due at the same time as the finals and it's like eight pages. Like. that's a lot 
of\\ ork. It's a lot and you get drained. Trust me. I'm tired. 
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O\erall. Kendall summarized graduate school as stated. 
Ifs been a long journey ... In the beginning. like I said. it was hard for me to 
balance work and school. but another thing for me was the beginning of graduate 
school. you know how you have to maintain a certain GPA ... In the beginning. 
because my GPA was low ... it is always something with my GPA ... but you have 
to get into a certain program. I had to at least have a 3.0 GPA. Mine during 
undergrad was a 2.8 something so being admitted to the graduate program as a 
provisional student. I had to maintain high status and meet requirement. So my 
first semester was difficult for me. because I did receive a ·c that brought down 
my GPA all the way down. So then they had to put me on academic warning or 
probation this past semester. But knowing that I could have been kicked out of 
graduate school. it was just like no. no. no not again. 
Another participant. Ava who works just under ful I-ti me in graduate school while 
studying Family and Consumer Sciences said she felt clueless when it came to finding 
graduate assistantships. When asked to summarize her graduate school experience. Ava 
said. 
Rough. Yeah. it was a little rough. I don"t know if it was better than my first 
semester in under£rad. but I know it was rou£h. because of a class I had !in 
L L 
graduate school I ... it was an online class. but we had a group project. Who does 
that'? There was so much miscommunication. because we're not face-to-face ... It 
made it hard for rne not to do good in that class ... I know it should be my 
responsibility. but it\\ asn "t just me .... the group wasn ·t cooperative together and 
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it brought my grade dovvn ... and now I am on academic warning because of a bad 
g:rou p project. 
Participant Dylan who studies Kinesiolog:y also \\orks while in graduate school. Dylan 
works two jobs. one on-campus and one off-campus. because he could not find a graduate 
assistantship. Dylan shares. the jobs keep him busy and on his toes. but they are both 
related to his major slightly and help him afford graduate school and the cost of living. 
He summarized his graduate school experience as .. stressful. but very eye-opening and 
just helping: me work toward where I want to be in the future ... The fourth participant. 
Emily who worked full-time in undergraduate summarized her graduate school 
experience as .. overwhelming and having to learn way too much about yourself.'" Each 
participant shared their undergraduate experience was different than their graduate 
experience and often more difficult. 
Support. Support plays an important role in one ·s graduate school journey. 
Support looks different for every participant based on family. friends. and romantic 
partner status. Ava· s background was a motivational factor in her graduate school 
attendance. Ava shared her support looked different as a graduate student than it did in 
her undergraduate years. Ava stated. 
My boyfriend still supports me and he just started his first graduate class today 
and I just tell my friends to pray for me and they do. They're supportive as much 
as they can be. My uncle prays for me still. I guess that's it to be honest. I don"t 
have as much support in graduate school as I had in undergrad. Faculty. I don"t 
know ... umm \\ell I emailed a teacher about an issue and didn't get a reply or 
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how she was not understanding her ethics were terrible. I feel like there's not 
much support from the faculty. 
Ava continued to corn pare her support as a graduate to an undergraduate student. Ava 
said. 
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My Goel parents for undergrad \vould take rne to school and pick me up for breaks 
and everything they would buy rne soap and toothpaste and everything. I feel like 
that was support and was important because they purchased those things for me. I 
mean I don't really get that from her anymore. I don't get it at all. because they 
said I've grown. They helped me with undergrad so now I want to go back to grad 
school so I have to do it myself. So if it wasn't for my boyfriend like he drove me 
all the way here and helped me pack my things even when we weren ·ton the best 
of terms. That was the best support I could ever get. He motivated me and yeah. I 
just feel like I don't get as much support from family as I did in undergrad. 
Kendall who is studying Communication Studies and was a provisional graduate admit 
shared she is supported by her mom and her boyfriend. Kendall shared. her boyfriend 
better understands what she is going through and that college conversations with her 
parents are more difficult. Kendall stated. 
I keep having to remind them I parents I that my classes are at night. which neither 
of my parents knew. I wish they'd understand that. but they just tell me not to 
stress out and slow clown if I need and take a break if I need. But I know if I take 
a break. I won't go back to school. So. like. I'm almost graduated again so I'm 
going to continue to do it as long as it i"i fresh in my mind. but they encouraged 
me slo\\ dmrn if I needed it and not to O\erload and men\ork myself. 
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Dy Ian \V 110 summarized his graduate experience as stressful. but eye opening shared he 
I eans on his girlfriend for support. His girlfriend was al so mentioned as a mo ti vati on al 
factor in his graduate school attendance. Dy I an shared. 
I mostly lean on my girlfriend. because she's very supportive and keeps me 
motivated even though there are days where she has to come home and I \Vant to 
sleep especially after having a 16-hour day. I'd rather just lay in bed and fall 
asleep. but she's always asking: me. did I do my homework. did I do my reading. 
or is there anything I can read ahead on. She's always trying: to keep me ahead of 
things. because she knows I have a very busy schedule and if I get behind. ifs 
hard to catch up. 
Three of the four participants discussed an individual in their life that supported them 
through graduate school. The fourth participant. Emily who studied Clinical Counseling 
shared she supports herself mental I y and financial I y she stated. ""there· s not help." Emily 
shared. 
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My family doesn ·t real I y understand what al I goes into grad school and Ii ke that 
ifs exhausting and they don't really get it. Or other people that don't know school 
just like people in my life really ifs like they don't get it. It feels like a lot of 
work ... they· re not understanding::· 
All participants not only perceived support differently. but receive support from different 
sources in their lives to aid in their graduate school experience. 
Summar~ 
This chapter outlined presented findings from the interviews of four graduate 
student participants in their third -,emester of graduate school. The chapter presents 
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findings unique to the participants· undergraduate and graduate experience. which aids in 
our understanding of the FGGS status on the graduate school experience. The findings in 
this chapter will be discussed 011 in Chapter V. 
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CHAPTER V 
Discussion 
This stud) used semi-structured interviews to gain insight on FGGS"s experience 
and if and how they overcame the first-generation status risks and challenges. The study 
was guided by the following three research questions: ( 1) What motivated first-
generation graduate students to pursue a rnaster·s degree'? (2) What resources are first 
generation graduate students aware of and utilize'? .. What resources do students identify 
as making them most successful'? (3) How do first-generation graduate students describe 
their experience in graduate school'? Chapter IV presented the findings of the four 
participants and the themes were then identified relating to the study"s research questions. 
In order to understand the graduate experience for each of the participants. it was 
important to also gain insight on their undergraduate experience. Three of the 
participants attended the same undergraduate institution as graduate institution with one. 
Dylan completing his undergraduate degree at a different institution. Graduate school for 
each participant was presented in a different wa) based on career. experience. age. life 
happenings. finances. motivation to attend. and continue their education. Three out of the 
four participants· definition of first-generation student status aligned with the study" s 
definition. They shared. they had learned a bout the term at different points in their 
academic career. Some learned about the term in the undergraduate application process 
while others learned about it during their undergraduate experience: hmvever. each was 
proud to be the first to finish. One participant had not known the term until the research 
study \vas presented and defined for eligibilit). 
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MotiYation for FGGS to Pursue a Master's Degree 
To best understand the participants· motivation to attend graduate school. it was 
important to understand why they chose to pursue an undergraduate degree. The 
motivation differed between undergraduate and graduate school. The motivation to get a 
Bachelor·s Degree was externally motivated with a desire for a better future. the need to 
be in a different environment. and the desire to pursue athletics at the collegiate level. 
These pressures mainly came from parents. family members. and coaches encouraging 
them to go to college. When the participants shared their motivation to complete a 
Master·s Degree they spoke about being more internally motivated including feeling 
stuck. wanting more. and saw a master·s degree as a personal goal. This often came with 
parents and family members not understanding the need for further education. 
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Undergraduate. The first-generation college students· motivation to get an 
undergraduate degree mainly came from external forces. As undergraduate students. three 
of the four participants were motivated by a single parent in their household. because 
even though their parents did not understand the college process. they did see the 
importance of education for their child. This led the participants to completing their 
degree to make their parent proud. According to Wang (2014). first-generation college 
students head to college with a sense of honor and responsibility to make their family 
proud and be able to financially provide for their family post-graduation. Gibbons (2004) 
also shared parent invohement influences academic and career development and as 
parents see the importance of education from their own experience and limitations or 
from being told of its importance from high school career counselors. Tv\o of the 
participant'> had positive influence from their parents. while one participant attended 
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because their parents did not want them to live at home anymore. Only one participant 
did not h<ne parental influence as a motivational factor as the individuals in her life did 
not be line she was capable of attending and completing college. Prm ing them"" rong 
became one of her many reasons in pursing an undergraduate education. The participant 
also discussed a better future as reason to attend undergraduate. because she was aware of 
the limitations she would have in finding a job with a high school diploma and saw the 
value in a college degree. These findings are important in understanding why first-
generation students are persistent and resilient in their motivation to pursue a bachelor·s 
degree. Although they experience many challenges. by understanding their motivations 
and aspirations. one can provide empathy to. educate. and support the population to make 
their parents and themselves happy and successful ( Longwel 1 et al.. 2016). 
Graduate. Aldrich (2009) found graduate school is less understood by parents 
than undergraduate thus parents do not see the importance in their child attending. 
According to Aldrich ·s (2009) study. participants received parental support of the 
following categories: supportive. supportive but clueless. or unsupportive all of which 
impact the student"s perceptions of graduate school. Less. different, and/or no support 
from parents led students to rely on personal motivation in graduate school. All four 
participants shared obtaining a master· s degree was a personal goal aiding in their 
professional endeavors. This aligns with other research findings: FGGS often pursue 
graduate degrees for professional goals. but often fail to know if the master·s degree 
benefits their career (Lunceford. 201 1 ) . This I ea els some FGG S to pursue Master· s 
Degrees with false C\pectations tu stand out in the job search and make more money 
(Lunceford. 2011 ) .• '\!though the participants did not discuss money and the job search. 
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they did discuss reaching their professional goals which may or may not be benefited in 
result of a master·s degree. Additional I). two of the four chose to attend graduate school. 
because they felt stuck and did not knmv what to do with their bachelor·s degree. Both 
participants were underemployed with their bachelor·s degree and worked in the 
customer service realm. >vhich influenced their thoughts of a master·s degree providing 
them with better employment opportunities. Lunceford (2011 l stated. graduate school is 
not the best option for every career path with little to no benefit for some careers. 
therefore. it is important to understand the motivations in FGGS"s graduate school 
attendance. while being mindful of and educating FGGS on graduate school employment 
outcomes. 
Resources FGGS Are A ware of and Utilize 
All colleges. including the research site. provide many resources to all students 
from undergraduate through graduate school. Much is done to educate undergraduate 
students about what is available to help them succeed as a student. but very little is done 
to educate graduate students about these same resources as they enter these programs 
(Gist-Macke) . Wiley. and Erba. 2018). The four participants were asked about the 
resources they are aware of and utilize in undergraduate and graduate school then asked 
to rank the resources from most helpful to I east. Keep in mind that three of these 
participant... completed their undergraduate degree at the same institution. In the study. 
participants were unable to rank resources due to the low awareness and uti Ii zati on. 
According to Gist-Mackey. Wiley. and Erba (2018). not only will first-generation 
students not seek :-.upport services. but the) will be unaware of some of the resources 
available to them. It\\ a:-. important to a:-.k about sen ice:-. acce:-.sed during both 
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undergraduate and graduate to compare and contrast what resources were used. 
l: nfortu natel) . graduate schools are I ess Ii ke I y to promote support services to graduate 
students. because graduate school is often seen as an extension of undergraduate \Yhere 
students were successful. therefore. it is often assumed graduate students do not need the 
services ( Benshoff et al .. 2015 ). Additionally. all four of the participants were employed 
in both their undergraduate and graduate careers providing them with less time to visit 
support services than their non-working peers. This was an additional factor in the low 
uti Ii zati on of resources. 
Undergraduate. The participants were able to discuss five resources from most 
discussed to least discussed: faculty. classmates. writing center. tutoring. and career 
services. All four participants discussed faculty with mixed perceptions and experiences. 
Two participants had a positive perception of faculty and two had less than a positive 
perception of their undergraduate faculty. 
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The individuals who had a positive perception of faculty had formed relationships 
with the faculty members outside of academic discussions. One participant confided in a 
faculty member during a time of confusion and worry and the other participant joined the 
department faculty on cigarette breaks. According to Gist-Mackey et al. (2018). not only 
do interactions and relationships with professors boost academic development. but also 
build a first-generation student"s confidence in the classroom. Two of the participants 
discussed their involvement with classmates outside of the classroom. One participant 
\Vas an athlete who depended on his teammates and the other joined a student 
organization in ''hich -.he learned about campus and got homework help. 
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The last three resources had little utilization. The Writing Center was discussed 
by two participants both of which visited it during English class their freshman year of 
college and never returned. Campus tutoring was mentioned only briefly by three of the 
participants and it was addressed more as an mvareness of the resource. Only one utilized 
tutoring for one math class. Career Services \Vas utilized by two participants once for 
extra credit and once for assistance in choosing a major. 
Faculty were the most discussed resource for the participants in undergraduate. 
and all campus resources were low in awareness and utilization. Without knowledge of 
resources and support. this invisible minority population will utilize tactics from high 
school and greater chance of failing out of the university (Olive. 2014). 
Graduate. It makes sense that if students have low knowledge of resources in 
undergraduate they will also have low knowledge of resources in graduate school. 
Institutions have thought of graduate students as an extension of the undergraduate 
population because they have been through the institution as college graduates. are more 
goal-oriented. and are more mature than their undergraduate peers: and this leads 
institutions to not dedicating time to orientating graduate students to these resources or 
the faculty to encouraging such use of resources (Benshoff. Cashwell. and Rowell. 2015). 
Lnfortunately. most FGCS will not engage with faculty. staff. and in 
extracurricular activities on their mvn and as an at-risk population. this presents many 
challenges in their academic journey ( Stebleton & Soria. 2013 ). 
The participants identified less resources as graduate students than undergraduate 
"1udent:-.. The resources most cli:-,cussecl by the four participants \\ere faculty. classmates. 
and the Ii bran .. \II four participants di:-,cu:-,~ed faculty but differed in their perception:-, 
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and experiences with faculty. Only one of the four said faculty was helpful to him. and 
this was the student who attended a different undergraduate institution. The other three 
participants referred to their faculty as intimidating. limited interaction. unapproachable. 
not empathetic. and not relatable. This does not make sense because if students saw 
faculty as a resource during their undergraduate experience and stayed at the same 
institution \vhat changed about these types of connections to faculty. Collier and Morgan 
(2008) found. there may be additional confusion and intimidation with their professor's 
high-level of vocabulary and lack of explanation in examples they understand. This can 
lead to FGGS not asking questions or having one negative experience with a faculty 
member and not reaching out again. 
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The four participants spoke only briefly of other resources. Outside of faculty. the 
library was briefly mentioned by two participants for research purposes. The last resource 
mentioned was classmates. One participant in a cohort talked about how she utilizes her 
classmates as a resource although she stated after one year in the program.") don't really 
know them that well. I am just starting to like everybody in my cohort. Before I didn't 
really talk to anybody. l\Jow I sometimes ask them questions ... Rizzolo et al. (2016) 
identified classmates being a significant resource to FGGS's sense of belonging and 
success. but according to Appel ( 20 I I ) graduate students from working class farni I ies 
often had less trust for classmates and were more likely to exclude themselves socially. 
This relates to the other three participants who did not mention classmates as a resource. 
This may be because the participants were not in cohort model programs. did not engage 
socially outside of the classroom. because they ''ere consumed by '" ork. or because they 
''ere intimidated or did not \\ant them to knm' thn \\ere :-.truggling. According to Cao 
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(2012) graduate students often experience fear of failing or doing worse than their 
classmates. which can reduce students asking questions and building relationships with 
classmates. 
In addition to what resources the participants use. they were also asked. if they 
had a mentor in graduate school. According to Lunceford (2011) and Schelmper (2011 ). 
mentorship can play an important part in helping students identify and access the 
information they need to succeed in graduate school. In this study. the FGGS did not 
identify having a mentor even when prompted. This means the participants are left to 
self-advocate for their needs and seek resources on their own. Faculty was identified as 
the most uti Ii zed resource in both undergraduate and graduate school although not al I 
interactions and perceptions of faculty were positive. In this study. faculty are seen as a 
resource for FGGS clue to the important role they play in forming relationships. referring 
to the necessary resources. and supporting the population. 
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Faculty was the most discussed resource. but mainly in the undergraduate 
experience: however. there are many other resources available. The participants were 
unaware of many resources ancl had low utilization of the resources they were aware of. 
This is an important finding. because there are many risks and challenges associated with 
the FGGS status which can decrease with the use of resources. 
How FGGS Describe Their Experience in Graduate School 
As stated by Gist-!\1ackey. Wiley. and Erba (2018). transitions are difficult for 
students. but for first-generation students. certain circumstances make the transition even 
mure stressful and uncertain. Orbe (2014) found. after getting into graduate school. many 
participants thought of their first-generation status ewry da) and used the pressure to 
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succeed as motivation. This ''as true to the stud) as the themes presented for 
undergraduate were adjustment. academic expectations. and support and the graduate 
experience themes were academic expectations and support. 
Undergraduate. According to Katrevich and Arguete (2017 ). when first-
~eneration students enter a universitv. the\ are less confident in their academic abilities 
L • • 
and more likely to obtain a lower grade point average. This plays into their adjustment on 
campus. which was a main theme in the participants' undergraduate experience. One of 
the participants shared the academic rigor and expectations were harder than they had 
expected and in result they were placed on academic warning for falling below a 2.0 in 
their second semester at the University. Although the participant had support through a 
provisional admit program and received weekly intrusive advising. mandatory supervised 
study hours. and was informed of the resources. they were not academically prepared and 
did not seek said resources. This aligns with Horn and Nunez (2000) who found. some of 
the challenges first-generation college students identify include. lower academic 
preparation and have difficulties in reading for comprehension. English. science. and 
math. which ultimately impact their grades. 
Many of the participants in this study shared how their undergraduate experience 
was challenging. but it was not always clue to academics. Within adjustment and 
e.xpectations. balance played a significant role. One of the participants. Dylan was 
involved with athletics which consumed a lot of their time. Dylan shared it was difficult 
to balance and referred to it as a full-time job. because of the time commitment and it 
pa) ing for his tuition. Another participant. Emily worked full-time as an undergraduate 
and shared it had an impact 011 both her experience and grades. According to research. 
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working as an undergraduate student is not unco111111on with 4.F/r of students working 
full-ti111e and 781/1 working part-time in 2015 (National Center for Educational Statistics. 
2015 ). However. it is more common for first-generation students fro111 low-income 
backgrounds whom have no choice. but to divide their time between work and school 
possibly hurting their academic experience and grades (Petty. 2014). One of the 
participants shared they were constantly stressed and scared. because they were doing 
poorly in one class. The participant believed that if they failed one class. they would be 
kicked out of the University. This relates to lack of understanding first-generation 
students have over the college process and expectations. 
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Support looked different for every participant and as there was more parent 
involvement and understanding during undergraduate than graduate school. A !though 
often frustrated in the low understanding from parents. parents assisted in supporting the 
participants through their undergraduate careers. According to Gibbons (2004). parents 
influenced career development even if the parents did not have a college education. In the 
present study. two of the participants came from single parent households. one came from 
a divorced family household. and one had a relative as a legal guardian. All did not come 
from traditional two-parent households. \vhich may have led to three of the participants 
re 1 y i ng on significant others as their greatest source of support rather than their parents. 
One participant. Ava shared she did not receive any support from anyone. which hindered 
her experience when she needed so111eone to talk to. Hirsch and Barton ( 201 1 ) found. 
having support from so111eone as a college student aids in one· s emotion al heal th as we 11 
\\ ith coping. college commitment. retention. and graduation. 
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Graduate. Rozycki (2011) found. it is important for graduate students to realize 
graduate school can be an emotional and financial sacrifice and they should have a 
passion and curiosity for knowledge. Lunceford (2011) tells their students that graduate 
school will be ··painful. you.II be scarred for life. and you"ll never be the same ... but 
you.II have some tattoos !degree I to show for it:· Among the four participants. academic 
expectations and support were discussed in summarizing their experiences. One of the 
participants. Kendall who was a provisional admit in graduate school believed graduate 
school would be easier than undergraduate. because she had less classes per semester. 
She was surprised to find the classes consisted of more work resulting in difficulties with 
time management and maintaining her grades. Kendall quickly found herself exhausted 
and on academic warning:. She kept emphasizing how tired and overworked she was. 
Sclemper (2011) found. not only do students struggle with time management and balance. 
but also the academic dimensions of graduate school such as curriculum issues. thesis. 
and lack of preparedness. The participants described graduate school using the following 
words: rough. a 1 ong journey. stressful, cl raining. eye-opening:. difficult. and 
overwhelming. The challenges of graduate school with the associated first-generation 
status challenges have led to two of the participants on academic warning: in graduate 
school. Portnoi and Kwong: ( 20 I I ) recommended graduate schools should he Ip students 
adjust by helping students understand the graduate school process and expectations. 
Lunceford (2011) emphasized. graduate school is more than the ability to do the 
work. but gain practical experience. 1\one of the four participants held a graduate 
assistantship. but all had attempted to find one prior to beginning: graduate school. One of 
the participants shared. she felt clueless in finding: a graduate assistantship. This led all 
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four participants to working part- to full-time outside of the university to make ends 
meet. Lunceford ( 20 I I ) found. first-generation students who pursue a master· s degree 
often fail to knm\ if the master·s degree will aid in their career field. seek the degree with 
false expectations. and are less likely to gain work experiences that will aid in their post-
g:rad uati on career w hi I e in graduate school. Based on what the participants said. this 
could have been clue to low promotion of graduate assistantships in their program or low 
emphasis and knowledge of how to gain practical experiences in their field. Rizzolo. 
DeForest. DeCino. Strear. and Landram (2016) identified that graduate programs did not 
take enough time to assess graduate students" experiences and needs outside of the 
classroom setting. which can include finding related experiences and checking their 
understanding. 
According to Stern et al. (2000). the purpose of graduate school is the opportunity 
to gain new knowledge. train future professionals. and create well-rounded citizens. The 
graduate school experience consists of more than what happens in four walls of a 
classroom. but what experiences. skills. and knowledge they gain outside the classroom. 
Exercise science master·s candidate. Dylan shared. his degree and required internship has 
helped him in working toward where he wants to be in the future. Dylan also did a good 
job in finding: two jobs. one on-campus and one-off campus. which relate to his major 
and career goals. Although Dylan had a required internship. the other participants did not 
discuss it was a requirement for their major. With graduate school responsibilities. work 
responsibilities. and sometimes internship' practicum. student organization. or research 
re1.,ponsibilities. it is easy for graduate students to feel merworked. howner. according to 
Ruzychi (2011 ). ··getting: a \laslt'r·s Degree is too big: of an undertaking: to do 
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halfheartedly ... v1 ith some planning.) ou can achieve balance and be successful in 
graduate school"· (p. 47). 
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When asked how their first-generation experience differed from their non-FGGS 
peers. the participants were unable to answer. because they were not aware of their 
classmates· status. If the students had known of their peers· FGGS. it could have 
provided additional empathy and support in their experience. In terms of support. three of 
the four participants discussed how they swvv support from family and friends change. 
Participants brought up how there is less understanding of graduate school from their 
parents and friends. Although the support of all four participants looked different. they 
discussed how it has changed. Aldrich (2019) found one of the additional roles graduate 
students have is continuous effort in gaining their family's approval for graduate school. 
One of the participants. Ava used to get a care package from her relatives in 
undergraduate. but once she was in graduate school. the care packages stopped. Ava was 
told this is because graduate school was her choice and not as necessary as a Bachelor's 
Degree. Adrich (2009) found it \Vas common for parents and family members to show 
less support in graduate school for first-generation college students. because of the 
reduced understanding. Women in graduate school are often asked. v\ hy they are 
postponing starting a life. getting married. and finding employment. (Aldrich. 2009). 
From the family·s perspective. this reduces the understanding further for the need want 
of a 1\1 aster· s Degree. They identified that they cl i cl have support just I ess understanding 
from their parents as their parents did not understand vvhy they were so tired. busy. have 
classes at night. or cannot come home as often. All four of the four participants relied on 
support from tht'ir significant others\\ horn three of the four li\ed with in graduate 
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school. The graduate student experience is full of feelings of insecurity. increased stress 
and anxiety. and decreased self-estee111 in result of their increased workload and 
responsibilities (Benshoff. Cashwell and Rowell. 2015: Portnoi & Kwong. 2011 ). but 
\vith support. the experience can be 111ore positive (Rizzolo et al.. 2016). 
Implications From This Study 
Awareness of the FGGS experience is important in encouraging: and supporting 
the at-risk population. Just because FGGS are in graduate school and have accomplished 
a bachelor's degree does not mean they overcame the first-generation status risks and are 
prepared for the graduate school experience. From the findings in this study. the 
following: recommendations are made for student affairs and academic affairs 
professionals to better support and assist FGGS in their graduate school journey. 
Establishing: relationships with FGGS is the overall implication which includes 
awareness/ equity-minded practices. having resources in-and-out of the classroom. and 
focusing on the whole student. It is important to note. there must be collaboration 
between student affairs and academic affairs to effectively aid in FGGS success and 
experience. 
Awareness/ EquitJ-Minded Practices. Student affairs and academic affairs 
professionals need to be aware of the risks and challenges FGGS bring to graduate 
school. Some of these are similar to those they experience in their undergraduate. but as 
was identified in this study there are some new c hal I enges they face. First. do not make 
assumptions that graduate students know about the resources available and how to 
1iaYig:ate the campus supports a\ ailabk. Professionals can be aware of the risks and 
challenge'> by talking to FCIGS and staying up-to-date on related literature. Thi'> 
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awareness vvill increase empath) and decrease the stereotypes and assumptions of 
understanding and knowledge made in con\ersation. in the classroom. and in their 
journe). It is important to recognize that each students· experience will be different. 
Professionals also need to be intentional about respecting aspirations and 
challenges of FGGS who are not well served and understood by the current education 
system and advocate for their needs. To advocate for their needs. it is recommended one 
keep the student perspective in mind and listen to student concerns and bring the 
information to coworkers and change practices and policies that hinder the population. 
In the classroom. faculty need to emphasize andragogy to assist FGGS in 
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uncle rstand i ng the mse Ives ancl their experiences. understand their mo ti vati ons to learn. 
increase their educational satisfaction. and increase application of teaching strategies that 
work best for the population for personal ancl professional growth. Instructors cannot 
assume that because they have obtained an undergraduate degree they will know how to 
navigate the graduate experience. It is also important to put the resources in front of all 
students in the classroom ancl encourage students to utilize these ancl provide examples of 
how and why they should be utilized. To do this. professors need to listen to their 
FGGS·s stories and understand their unique experiences and goals. 
Resources In-and-Out of the Classroom. Student affairs and academic affairs 
profe'>sionals need to provide resources and encourage use as soon as possible to be 
proactive instead of reactive in assisting the population. FGGS may not have known 
about institutional ancl departmental resources in their undergraduate journey and may be 
at a different institution than undergraduate. There ma) also be a bit of a stereot) pe 
attached to using the-.,e re-.,ource" and the more studenh can be encouraged to utilize such 
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resources the more they w i 11 become normalized in the graduate student experience. An 
addition al recommendation for profession al s is to pro vi cle a com pre he nsi ve as we 11 as 
ongoing graduate program orientation. The purpose of this would be to explain the 
differences in the undergraduate and graduate journe). what to expect. student 
expectations. the study plan. how to find employment graduate assistantships. and an 
i ntrod ucti on to campus. It essential to inc I ude information about campus and community 
resources. 
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Student affairs and academic affairs professionals need to be intentional about 
connecting FGGS to their classmates and to mentors as resources in their graduate school 
journey. Professionals should also educate FGGS on what jobs they can work post-
graduation and what the salary range to expect with their master·s degree. This could 
include an employment outlook and referring them to websites such as the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor and Statistics early in their academic career to reduce confusion and help them best 
prepare. Another recommendation to student affairs professionals and faculty is to 
provide opportunities to ask questions in-and-out of the classroom by sharing their 
contact information. office hours. office location. and asking if students have questions in 
class to reduce the assumption that everyone understands the material and assignment. 
Professionals also need to share the ups and clowns of their own graduate experience to 
normalize the experience and provide opportunities to question belonging and find 
support in the struggles they face. 
Focusing on Whole Student. Student affairs and academic affairs professionals 
need to be intentional about establishing relationships \vith their students and understand 
that each FGGS is unique in what nperiences and challenges they bring to graduate 
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school. Professionals also need encourage and show support to their FCGS as the) often 
ha\e less support and understanding from their families and friends. It is recommended 
that professionals shoulder-tap FCJGS students for research and leadership opportunities. 
as many FGGS believe FGGS think they are capable of or good enough for these 
experiences. Student affairs and academic affairs professionals need to understand 
readiness looks different for each FCCS as the '"common intellectual experience .. and 
graduate school preparation does not exist. Last I y. professionals need to be intentional 
about checking-in with their FCCS whether it is in-person. through email. or through an 
opportunity to reflect and ask questions in class or through a journal. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
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It is recommended future research have a larger sample size and not have students 
on academic warning to which the research would continue to aid in the understanding of 
the population. Future research should be conducted on rnentorship of FCGS. The current 
study did not focus solely on mentoring of FCCS. but their experience overall of which 
no participants said they had a mentor in graduate school. This could also include looking 
at the relationship between FCGS and their faculty in undergraduate and graduate 
programs. Future research should also target more FCCS who had different 
undergraduate institutions than their graduate school institution as there may a greater 
difference in their experience than those who chose to stay at the same institution for both 
undergraduate and graduate school. Additionally. this study should be rep I icated on first-
generation doctoral students to determine how the first-generation status plays into their 
Ph.D. experience. Future research on FCCS could be more inclusive to include students 
from different states. different racial minorities. and international students all of whom 
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have different perspectives and experiences as first-generation graduate students. This 
study should also be replicated at Research I institutions as the focus and support of 
FGGS 1rn1y look different than at a mid-size public university. Future research could be 
conducted on both first-generation graduate students and non-first-generation graduate 
students to increase the variety of experiences and perspectives. 
Conclusion 
The FGGS experience looks different for every individual as the status puts the 
population at risk of incompletion. Every FGGS has many factors affecting if and how 
they overcame the first-generation status risks and challenges. but student affairs 
professionals and staff can assist in reducing barriers by forming relationships to aid in 
their success. This q ual i tati ve study was conducted to increase understanding of FGG S · s 
graduate school experience. 
The findings of this study show us that FGGS are motivated to attend graduate 
school primarily because of a personal goal. The FGGS are not aware of all campus 
resources and the resources are underused by the population and more can be done to 
help connect them to these resources. Parental understanding is reduced in graduate 
school which can have an impact on the FGGS experience. Student affairs professionals 
and faculty can provide greater support to this population by reaching out to them in 
intentional ways and providing resources to support them. More research is still needed 
to increase awareness of an at-risk and invisible population in graduate school. Although 
there is still much research to be clone on FGGS. if we continue to raise awareness of 
FGCiS needs and their unique graduate school experiences. \\e will be able to aid in their 
personal and academic success. 
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Appendix A 
I ntcniew Protocol 
l 11tcn in\ Questions: 
I. Tell me about your decision to attend college. \\/hen and why did you decide to 
attend college'? 
a. \\/hen did you first begin thinking about college·? 
b. Who influenced your thoughts about college'? 
c. Diel you have conversations with your parents about college'! Can you tell 
me about those conversations'? 
d. How did you select your undergraduate institution'? Who was involved in 
that process'? 
2. Can you define .. first-generation college student"' for me'? 
a. \\/hen did you first learn about this term'? 
b. Does this term describe you'? Explain. 
c. When did you first identify with the term'? 
1. What impact did that have on you'! 
11. Have you talked with your parents about this'! Can you tell me 
about that/those conversations? 
3. Tell me about your undergraduate experience'? 
a. Where did you live'? 
b. \\'hat were you involved in outside of class'! 
c. Tell me about yotir academic experience. \\ho influenced you·? 
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1. \\'hat \\as :our relationship like with faculty during your 
undergraduate'! 
d. \\'hat resources did you use'! Ho\\ did you learn about these resources'! 
e. Were there people you leaned on during this time - in what ways did they 
impact your experience'? 
f. Tell me about your parent(s) involvement in your undergraduate 
experience. 
g. What impact did being a first-generation student have on your 
undergraduate journey? 
4. When did you first consider getting a master"s degree? 
a. Why did you want to pursue master's degree? 
b. Who did you talk about this decision with and what role did they play'? 
c. \Vl10 assisted you in identifying the right program and institution? 
d. Who influenced your final decision'? 
e. How did you tell your parents about this decision'? What was their 
reaction'? 
5. Tell me about your transition to graduate school'! 
a. How are you supported as a graduate student? 
b. What are you inrnlved in outside of class'? 
i. Do you have a graduate assistantship work outside of school'! 
c. Tell me about your academic experience. \\'ho influences you·: 
i. \\'hat is your relationship like with faculty·: 
d. What resources do) ou use'! 
l)() 
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e. \\'ho do you lean on for support - in what v.ays do they impact your 
experience'! 
f. Tell me about your parent(s) il1\olvement in your graduate experience. 
g. \\'hat impact does being a first-generation student have on your graduate 
journey? 
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6. In what ways do you think your graduate school experience is different from your 
non-first-generation graduate student peers'? 
7. Overall. how would you summarize your graduate school experience'? 
8. What did you want to share with me that perhaps I did not ask you about'? 
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Appendix B 
Facebook Recruiting Message 
Happy :-,ummer all~ My name is Rachelle Krausen and I am a College Student Affair:-, 
CJ rad uate Student ad\ i sed by Dr. Di an ne Ti mm of the Counseling and Student 
Development program at Ell 1 recruiting participantc., for face-to-face interviews as part of 
my Master·s Thesis on first-generation graduate students. I am seeking graduate students 
that have completed at least one semester of graduate school and are first-generation 
(neither parent has a Bachelor·s Degree) to speak about their transition from 
undergraduate to graduate school. Interviews will last 45-60 minutes and will be arranged 
for a time and location convenient for you this summer. Participation is voluntary and 
each participant will receive a SIO Starbucks gift card as an incentive. If interested and 
eligible. of if you know someone who may be interested. or have additional questions. 
please message me on Facebook or email rakrausen(a eiu.edu. Thank you for your 
consideration. \Vishing you all a relaxing and happy summer~ 
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Demographic Questions: 
I. First Name'? 
Appendix C 
Demographic Sune~ 
2. What was the amount of time between your undergraduate and the start of your 
graduate degree'? 
3. Undergraduate Program'? 
4. Graduate Program'? 
5. Full-time/parHime'? 
6. How many semesters of graduate school completed'? 
7. Are you attending the same institution for graduate school as undergraduate'? 
8. Hold a job1 graduate assistantship in graduate school'? 
9. Race'? 
I 0. Gender'? 
11. Age? 
